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Introduction 


UHIS book is an attempt to explore two ques-" 
tions; (1) Why do delinquent “norms,” or rules of conduct, 
develop? (2) What are the conditions which account for the 
distinctive content of various systems of delinquent norms — 
such as those prescribing violence or theft or drug-use? 

The first question involves a shift in emphasis from the 
traditional concern of the field — the analysis of delinquent acts 
or of the careers of individual delinquents. Detailed studies 
have been undertaken to explain why particular individuals are 
likely to become delinquent or why delinquent acts of various 
types are committed with varying frequencies in different so- 
cial locations. Such studies take as their object of inquiry the 
careers of individuals or the delinquent act itself rather than 
the rules of conduct in delinquent gangs that require the com- 
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mission of delinquent acts. Our emphasis on delinquent norms 
permits us to raise new questions and to offer new explanations 
which we believe may have both theoretical and practical 
significance. 

The second problem to which this book is devoted is the 
distinction between pressures toward deviance and the outcome 
of these pressures. An explanation of the forces that lead indi- 
viduals to depart from conventional norms does not necessarily 
explain the form of deviance that will result. There are, for 
example, several different types of delinquent gang. Whatever 
problem of adjustment a person may experience, there are 
several alternative deviant solutions that he might follow. How, 
then, may we account for the selection and evolution of dif- 
ferent adaptations? This is an important problem which has 
generally been overlooked in previous explanations of delin- 
quency or other modes of deviance. In this book we shall 
suggest that the milieu i n which act orsjSnd. ..themsel ves has. a 
crucial impact upon the^ types of adaptation which develop in 
respblispT6”pressures toward devja^^^ 

In addressing these themes, we have drawn principally 
upon two theoretical perspectives. The first, initiated by Emile 
Durkheim and greatly extended by Robert K. Merton, ^Tis^ 
' largely upon the sources of pressure that can lead to deviance. 
The second, developed by Clifford R. Shaw, Henry D. McKay, 
and Edwin H. Sutherland; contains germinal ide‘3's about the 
way in which features of social structure regulate the selection 
and evolution of deviant solutions. In this book we attempt to 
^integrate these two streams of thought as they apply to the 
probFem of delinquency. The task of consolidating them re- 
quired that we redefine the unique contribution of each, that 
we reconceptualize elements in both, and that we develop 
linking concepts. The result is what we call the theory of dif- 
ferential opportunity s ystem s!^ It is bur hope that the differential 
opportunity “systems theory provides a new and useful way of 
thinking about deviancy. 

Many of the ideas expressed in this book stemmed from 
research projects supported by The Ford Foundation, whose 
sympathetic support we would like to acknowledge. We arc 



XI 


Introduction 


also indebted to Mobilization for Youth, Inc., which provided 
us with an opportunity to formulate material on subcultural 
differentiation. The manuscript has benefited immeasurably 
from the insightful editorial work of Gladys Topkis. We ap- 
preciate the interest shown in this book by Jeremiah Kaplan, 
our publisher, and the care with which it was designed by Sid- 
ney Solomon. Our indebtedness to Leona Simmons, our sec- 
retary, is well known to her. 

Richard A. Cloward 

Lloyd E. Ohlin 

Neyv York School of Social Work 
Columbia University, June 1960 



CHAPTER 



Delinquent Subcultures 


UhIS book is about delinquent gangs, or sub- 
cultures, as they are typically f ound among adolescent mal es 
i n lower-class areas of large urban cen ter s.^It is devoted to an 
exposition of how delinquent subcultures arise, develop various 
law-violating ways of life, and persist or change. In particular, 
it is about three more or less distinctive kinds of delinquent 
subculture. One is what we call th^^‘cri minal subculture” — a 
type of gang which is devoted to theft, "Htortlonrand^pther 
illegal memirof securrng"incom?rXsecond is th^^qnflict sub- 
culture”— a''type of gan^irTVhichihe manipulation joM^enc^ 
predominates as a"way ofwmning status. The thiid is the “reQ 
tredtist'sii^culture” — a type of gang iiTwhich the consumption 
of drugs is stresse d. These three patterns of subcultural " de- 
linquency not only involve different styles of life for their 
members but also present very different problems for social 
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control and prevention. They arise by diiferent processes 
and in different parts of the social structure. They impose dis- 
tinctive beliefs, values, and prescriptions for action on their 
members. But all three are alike in that the norms which 
guide the behavior of members run counter to the norms 
of the larger society. Later in this chapter we shall describe 
these three delinquent subcultures in greater detail. First, 
however, we shall discuss some of our reasons for devoting 
so much attention to them and some of the problems involved 
in defining them as objects of inquiry. 


Deviance and Delinquency' 

i 

Since the terms “deviance,” “delinquency,” and “delinquent ' 
subculture” have been given a variety of meanings, both in 
the theoretical literature and by field workers, we wish to make, 
our own usage clear at the outset. 

THE D ELIN QUENT ACT 

Delinquent acts are a sp ecial category- of- deviant_ acts. 
Every "devianf'actlnvolves the” violation of social rules that 
regulate the behavior of participants in a social system. It 
is a behavioral transaction in which an actor violates the 
rights of a victim as defined by the system of legitimate 
social expectations of which the role behavior of the victim is 
a part. The principal feature of a deviant act, in other words, 
is that it is not consistent with the behavior which the victim 
has been led to expect from others on the basis of the social 
position he occupies. The deviant does not abide by the ac- 
cepted rules of the game that the victim is playing. In effect, 
his act challenges the legitimacy and authority of these rules. 

It represents a de part ure from the system of norms to which 
the victim_has^ given his con sen t and_^trust. 

Delinquent acts”are distinguished from this larger class of 
deviant acts by the fact that officials engaged in the administra- 
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tion of criminal justice select them, from among many deviant 
acts, as forms of behavior proscribed by the approved norms of 
the society. These acts acquire their deviant character by being 
violations of social rules; they acquire their specifically delin- 
quent character by being typically treated as violations of offi- 
cial norms by representatives of the official system. 

Systems of rules regulate the interaction of participants 
in social enterprises which represent investments of varying im- 
portance to the dominant power groups in the society. No great 
harm is done to the basic interests of these groups by mani- 
festations of “bad manners,” such as using profanity in public, 
refusing to welcome a guest (unless, perhaps, he is the titular 
head of a rival nation), or carrying on a noisy conversation 
during a musical performance. For the social control of such 
deviant conduct, various types of informal sanction, such as 
ridicule, criticism, or scorn, are customarily invoked. It is a dif- 
ferent matter, however, if an act interferes with the achievement 
of the general welfare as defined by the controlling interest 
groups in a society. For example, the rules that protect persons, 
reputation, property, and contractual agreements regulate in- 
terests of both individuals and groups which are regarded as 
important to the maintenance and stability of the existing social 
order. A violation of these rules not only threatens a particular 
individual or group but is seen as a challenge to the legitimacy 
of the basic institutions of the society. Delinquent acts, in con- 
trast to other violations of social rules, constitute an actual or a 
potential threat to the legitimacy and security of these basic 
institutions in the judgment of officials representing the agencies 
of criminal justice. The delinquent act, then, is defined by two 
ess ential elements: i t is behavior that violates basi c norm s of 
(h^society, and, w hen o tUcial Wlmov^ it evokes^ a judgment 
by agents ojj^adnunal^justice that^such norms have been vio- 
lated. 


“ otficia l” definitions of delinquency 

Many attempts have been made to define delinquent ac- 
tivity independently of the official response to it. Some investi- 
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gators, sensitive to the possibility of “class bias” in law enforce- 
ment, are reluctant to treat olBcial statistics as representative 
of the actual distribution of delinquent behavior throughout the 
social-class structure.^ Furthermore, it is well known that only 
a small fraction of offenses is detected; even if no class bias 
operates in delinquency proceedings, ofiBcial statistics would 
still not reveal the extent of delinquent behavior in our society. 
Finally, investigators who are interested in studying trends in 
delinquent behavior are faced with the problem of determining 
whether a particular trend reflects a change in oflScial policies 
(e.g., as regards arresting practices) or in the actual rates of 
delinquent behavior. For these reasons, many investigators have 
tended to avoid the use of official statistics and have tried to 
develop other ways of studying the distribution of delinquent 
conduct. 

Such efforts have invariably failed, since delinquent acts 
are distinguished from other deviant acts by the very fact that 
they result, or are likely to result, in the initiation of official 
proceedings by agents of criminal justice. The norms which 
are challenged by acts of delinquency are backed by official 
sanctions. To define delinquency, one must discover the criteria 
that control decisions to invoke or withhold these official sanc- 
tions. 

The law confers broad discretion upon officials to define 
many types of youthful activity as delinquent. In fact, statutory 
definitions of delinquency are ordinarily so broad that all chil- 
dren at one time or another are likely to engage in behavior 
that could be defined as delinquent. The New York statute, 
for example, includes in its definition of delinquent 

. . . chil dren w ho , are “incotTig ible.jjng overna ble, or habimally dis- 
ob edient,” thp .se _who are “ji^tuairyJtruanC'^b desert their 
homes or places of abode without consent of pafentsYiirgu'ardians, 

1. For an analysis of the difficulties involved in arriving at an ob- 
jective definition of delinquency which will not suffer from the inherent 
biases in official statistics, see P. W. Tappan, Comparative Survey on 
Juvenile Delinquency, Part I: North America (New York: United Na- 
tions, Division of Social Welfare, 1952), and Tappan’s earlier article, 
“Who Is the Criminal?” American Sociological Review, Vol. 12 (Feb. 
1947), pp. 96-102. 
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who associate “with immoral or vidom j)_ersqns,” frequent places 
“th^dcistence ot'whicK’is” a violation qf^tl^ liabitudly use^ 

obscene language, solicit alms in public places,,. or, who^so deport 
themselvcT Vs"wilffu lly to inj ure 'or endanger t he morals dr Tiealth 
oTthem selves or B the rs.^ ‘ ” 

Obviously, if all instances of such behavior resulted in the in- 
stitution of delinquency proceedings, the agencies of criminal 
justice would be hopelessly swamped and legal sanctions would 
lose their force as devices of social control. But such statu - 
ary definitions are permissiv e rather than mandatory ; it is not 
i ncumbent on the officials to treat all acts subsumed by the 
criminal code as delinquent. Instead, the enforcement, judicial, 
and correctional agencies are expected to act when, in their 
judgment, the interests of the child and of the community 
compel legal intervention. The broad discretion officials pos- 
sess to define acts as delinquent highlights the importance of 
the criteria they employ and of the processes by which these 
standards develop. The authority delegated to officials to 
exercise judgments that regulate the types and amount of 
juvenile misconduct subjected to legal proceedings adds to 
the variations in the nature and rates of delinquency from one 
time and place to another.^ 

If we understood more clearly the nature of official cri- 
teria, it might be possible to separate the effects of official 
action from variations in the actual rates of misconduct. We 
could define the characteristics of the various types of offense 
which, if detected, would probably lead to the initiation of de- 
linquency proceedings. Through appropriate sampling proce- 
dures, we could then isolate a representative population of 

2. H. A. Bloch and F. T. Flynn, Delinquency: The Juvenile Of- 
fender in America Today (New York: Random House, 1956), p. k 
The passage quoted is a summarization of certain provisions of the New 
York State Children’s Court Act, Article I, Section 2, Subsection 2. 

3. We do not mean to suggest that criminal-justice ofiicials are 
wholly arbitrary in defining particular acts as delinquent. The more 
serious types of offense, such as robbery, burglary, violent assault, and 
adolescent drug use, with which we are primarily concerned here, are 
commonly defined as delinquent acts by officials in all jurisdictions. 
Official actions in these cases vary principally in the manner and vigor 
with which the cases are prosecuted from one jurisdiction or time 
period to another. 
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youngsters and conduct interviews designed to reveal the rates 
of different types of misconduct, whether known to officials or 
not. Although several studies have attempted to estimate hidden 
delinquencies, the value of the results is limited because we 
do not know the likelihood of delinquency proceedings if these 
acts had been detected by officials in the jurisdictions surveyed. 
Systematic investigation of the conditions under which a de- 
linquent definition of youthful rule violation is imposed and 
those under which it is withheld would considerably enhance 
both theoretical understanding and practical management of 
the delinquency problem.'* 

It is our opinion, then, that the anticipated official response 
to deviant actions is an extremely important element in the 
definition of delinquency. A deviant act that is frowned upon 
but otherwise ignored by officials will not mean the same thing 
either to the community or to the offender as an act that would 
ordinarily result in delinquency proceedings. The fact that 
official responses vary from one community to another docs 
not mean that they are of little importance in conditioning the 
occurrence and content of the delinquent act. To the offender, 
the anticipated official response is a highly significant element 
of the total situation, one that gives different meanings as well 
as different risks to various delinquent acts. Acts that do not 
ordinarily lead to the initiation of delinquency proceedings 

4. See F. J. Murphy. M. M. Shirley, and H. L. Witmer, "The Inci- 
dence of Hidden Delinquency,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 
Vol. 16 (Oct. 1946), pp. 686-96; William McCord and Joan McCord, 
with Irving Zola, Origins of Crime (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1959); F. I. Nyc, J. F, Short, Jr., and V. J. OlsOn, “Socioeconomic 
Status and Delinquent Behavior,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 
63 (Jan. 1958), pp. 381-89; J. F. Short, Jr., “A Report on the ineidence 
of Criminal Behavior, Arrests, and Convictions in Selected Groups,” 
Proceedings of the Pacific Sociological Society, 1954, pp. 110-18; and 
A. L. Porterfield, Youth in Trouble (Fort Worth, Texas: Leo Rotish- 
man Foundation, 1946). 

5. A study of the criteria, policies, and practices which result in 
the imposition of a criminal definition in the case of adult law violators 
has been initiated by the American Bar Foundation as part of a research 
project on “The Administration of Criminal Justice in the United States.” 
No comparable undertaking, however, has been launched in the area of 
juvenile offenses. 
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may constitute deviance from the norms of some group or 
organization, such as church, school, social agency, family, 
and peer groups; but these acts are not delinquent unless they 
are likely to be defined as such by agents of criminal justice. 

THE DELINQUENT SUB CULTURE 

The delinquent subculture is a sp ecial category of deviant 
subcult ur e. The latter term is generic, encompassing all sub- 
culturally supported behavior that violates some conventionally 
sanctioned set of social expectations or rules of conduct. Such 
behaviors „as_ truancy,„profanity, ^ prqpe^ jdestruction,„petty, 
theft, illicit ^u^experi^es, disorderly conduct, and drunken- 
hess7 for example, are deviant: indeed' when they" occur among 
adolescents they are often dealt with as delinquent acts by 
criminal-justice authorities. However, we would not necessarily 
describe as delinquent a group that tolerated or practiced these 
behaviors unless they were the central activities around which 
the group was organized. In a nondelinquent group, all roles 
within the group can be performed successfully without resort- 
ing to delinquent behavior. Members of the group may tolerate 
such behavior, but they do not require it as a demonstration of 
eligibility for membership or leadership status. A delinquent 
subculture is one in which certain fo rms o f delinqu ent activity 
are essential requirements for the performance of the dominant 
roles supported by the subculture. It is the centrSl"TfasitiOn 
accorded “To specifically delinquent activity, that distinguishes 
the delinquent subculture from other deviant subcultures. 

/V c{, jf . k-lwri'CA, 


Delin quent Ac ts 
and Delinquent Sub cultures 

Delinquent acts occur in many different social contexts 
and take many different forms. Before we can explain them, 
we must try to classify them in some meaningful way. There 
ol4?liaauency; t^tjm as a basis 
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of classification. For example, one could devise a set of cate- 
gories based on various ' chafacteristics of' the 'delinquents 
themselves, such as age, sex, social class, school ' achieve- 
ment, family relationships, embtibnal stability, intelligence, 
relationship to other delinquents, personal aspirations, and the 
liice. One might also classify delinquencies in terms of various 
cH^acteristics of the victim, wh^h^e^ a„p,erspn, a group, or an 
institution. Altefnatively7~o^ne might classify certain features 
bf tile behavioral transaction between the delinquent and the 
victim. For example, did it involve pfbperfy destruction, assault, 
theft, or fraud? What was the relative cost to the victim or to 
the more general interests of dominant power groups in the 
society? 

The way in which one chooses to classify the complex 
social events that are delinquent acts depends upon what it is 
that one is interested in doing about these acts. People usually 
attend particularly to those features of delinquency that seem 
most relevant to the accomplishment of their objectives. For 
example, the policeman, interested in controlling crime, will 
tend to be concerned about the seriousness of the offense, the 
cost to the victim, the threat of a repetition by the offender, 
the likelihood of securing a conviction, and the effect of all 
these upon the public’s definition of the police department. 
The judge, charged with such additional tasks as making an 
appropriate disposition of the offender, will be concerned about 
the social background of the delinquent, the motivation and 
circumstances of the act, the likelihood of a favorable response 
to different forms of treatment, and so forth. The social worker 
or psychiatrist concerned with rehabilitation will try to identify 
the sources of the behavior and its susceptibility to treatment. 
The research scientist committed to dev eloping ex plana tionj 
of delinquency wilfyse^k tq_es^ablish causal connecrions or 

f c orre lations between elements of the totai_ problem: for ex- 
ample, the rei'atibn'ship bet ween various types of act and the 
socmrcbndffibns thaf attend or precede them, or the cbnhec- 
’ tions between offenders and their victims. 

Clearly there will be considerable overlapping among these 
classifications of the facts about delinquents and their offenses 
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by persons charged with these different tasks. However, the 
classifications of greatest value for one purpose may not be 
suited to another. Legal codes represent efforts to define and 
to classify those facts which facilitate the determination of 
responsibility for illegal acts with the minimal error or cost 
to the innocent. Although these classifications are essential to 
the legal definition of persons as delinquents or criminals, they 
are not necessarily the only categories that might be employed 
in developing an understanding of the processes which gen- 
erate the prohibited behavior. The same applies to the dis- 
tinctions of greatest relevance to the action interests of police- 
men, judges, and treatment therapists. The research scientist 
must develop classifications that enable him to understand and 
explain the events he is investigating without regard to their 
immediate implications for action, official or otherwise. 

In this book, as we have suggested, we are concerned with 
those forms of delinquent activity which result from the per- 
formance of social roles specifically provided and supported 
by delinquent subcultures. There are many thefts, assaults, and 
other delinquent acts which do not depend upon the prescrip- 
tions of a delinquent subculture but are, rather, secondary or 
incidental to the performance of essentially lawful social roles. 
The deaths, injuries, or destruction which occasionally result 
from fraternity initiations are of this sort; they are unintended 
consequences rather than expected or prescribed consequences. 
They may occur in the course of carrying out other expected 
forms of activity but are not the essential types of action 
upon which the social definition of the role has been con- 
structed. Student pranks following athletic contests, to cite 
another example, may result in injury and property destruc- 
tion, but they are not activities which are essential to being a 
loyal supporter of one’s favorite team; one can fully perform 
this role without committing delinquent acts. Similarly, neurotic 
or psychotic youngsters often perform acts of violence, sex- 
ual assault, or property destruction without involvement in 
a delinquent subculture. Such youngsters are not necessarily 
acting out social roles sanctioned and shared by their peers. In 
fact, severely neurotic and psychotic adolescents are usually 



estranged from their peers.® It sometimes happens that the 
“lone” offender is able to maintain a role in a conventional 
group whose members are totally unaware that they have a 
delinquent in their midst. Many adolescent shoplifters fall into 
this category, for they sometimes succeed in concealing their 
delinquencies from their peers for long periods of time. 


THE -SOCIAL COSTS 

DELINQUENT SUBCULTURES 

In this study, we focus on delinquent subcultures because 
in our opinion those forms of delinquent activity that are 
rooted in the prescriptions of a delinquent subculture repre- 
sent tlie most costly and difficult problem in the field of de- 
linquency control and prevention. First, acts of delinquency 
that refiect subcultural support are likely to recur with great 
frequency. In the delinquent subculture, habitual delinquent 
behavior is defined as a prerequisite for acceptance and status 
in the group. The fighting member of the street gang can lay 
claim to a “rep” only if he continually exhibits skill in the 
use of violence. The ^ief must persist in making big “scores” 
in order to maintain his reputation for dexterity and audacity 
and thus his social position. The drug addict wins deference 
by his mastery of the resources and knowledge for maintain- 
ing or increasing the esoteric experience of his “kick.” 

Secondly, access to a successful adult criminal career 
sometimes results from participation in a delinquent subcul- 
ture. Delinquent subcultures, as we shall have occasion to 
note in later chapters, are often integrally linked to adult 
criminal groups. Through these age-graded relationships, the 
young are sometimes afforded an opportunity to acquire the 
values and skills that are prerequisite to competent perform- 
ance of adult criminal roles. If they excel in criminal learning, 

6. For example, Fritz Redl has observed that some mentally dis- 
turbed youngsters are unlikely to be tolerated by delinquent gangs be- 
cause of their erratic and unreliable performances. (Helen L. Witmer 
and Ruth Kotinsky, eds., TVetv Perspectives for Research on Juvenile 
Delinquency, United States Children’s Bureau [Washington, D.C.: Gov- 
ernment Printing Office, 1956], pp. 60, 64-65.) 
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they may subsequently be recruited into the adult world of 
crime. By thus furnishing continuity between juvenile and adult 
illegal activities, the delinquent subculture promotes careers 
in crime , which might otherwise be successfully controlled. It 
therefore greatly increases the long-run social costs of juvenile 
misconduct. 

Finally, the delinquent subculture imparts to the con- 
duct of its members a high degree of stability and resistance 
to control or change. Delinquent activity is an essential feature 
of the social role which a member must perform in order to 
maintain his acceptance by other members of the group. As 
long as he finds satisfaction in these associations, the delin- 
quent behavior can be expected to continue. His actions are 
integrated with the actions of other members who rely on him 
to carry out his role. A division of labor is readily apparent in 
the operation of the three types of delinquent group that we 
have identified. The member who refuses to perform further 
delinquencies must expect expulsion from the group. Because 
of this network of expectations and obligations, it is difficult 
to change or control one member’s behavior without first 
changing the character of the entire group. Furthermore, 
efforts to induce a member to feel shame or guilt are blocked 
by the rationalizations and reassurances which the group pro- 
vides (see Chap. 5). 

A distinction between acts that are supported by delin- 
quent subcultures and those that are not is implicit in many 
research investigations and official decisions, although it is 
seldom recognized. Law-enforcement officials must continually 
a ssess the relative soc ial ^^qf offenses by dilerSat ty^s 

to regard 'the”oEasional of a^^^^ 
delinquencies of lone offenders as less serious than the aber- 
rant acts of those who have connections with an established 
delinquent group, ^litary offenders, as we have suggested, 
appear less likely to pursue adult criminal careers and are 
more easily encouraged to develop alternative solutions to their 
adjustment problems. In. general; the delinquencies of adoles- 
cents who are not members of a delinquent subculture seem to 



be more transitory phenomena, more susceptible to social 
control. ' “ ^ 

Earlier (p. 4) we alluded to the tendency among offi- 
cials of criminal justice to respond differentially to similar acts 
of delinquency committed by members of different social 
classes. This disposition to J'bear dowri” upon lo wer-class o£- 
fenders has been interpreted as “class bias.”^ In our opinion, 
however, it may also reflect a judgment that lower-class de- 
linquency involves greater long-run social costs — at least partly 
because lower-class offenders are more likely to be enmeshed 
in a delinquent subculture.® The apparent class bias of law- 
enforcement officials may stem from their feeling that lower- 
class delinquencies are therefore more likely to recur, to 
become patterned systems of action, and perhaps even to 
eventuate in adult criminal careers, since the subculture con- 
stitutes a fertile criminal learning environment as well as a 
source of powerful social controls over the behavior and atti- 
tudes of participants. The isolated offender — as the middle- 
class offender more often is — is not likely to evoke serious 

7. It has been noted consistently in the criminological literature 
that officials do not view middle-class and lower-class delinquency with 
the same degree of alarm. Glaser, for example, points out: “It has been 
well established that official agencies take a more punitive attitude to- 
wards misbehavior by low-status youth than towards the same behavior 
in higher status youth. The son of a highly respected family who is 
caught stealing or in less serious misbehavior often is merely repri- 
manded or taken to his parents by the victim, or even by police, where 
similar activity by a youth from ‘across the tracks’ would lead to official 
arrest and classification as a delinquent. In general, where the social 
status of the youth and his family is lower than that of the complainant, 
the greater the difference between their statuses, the more likely it is 
that the youth’s activities will be called ‘delinquency’ ’’ (Glaser, op. cit., 
p. 9). 

8. We do not wish to suggest that delinquent subcultures never 
arise in the middle class. Evidence is accumulating that they do 
exist but that they are organized principally for relatively petty delin- 
quencies, such as the illicit consumption of alcohol or marijuana, sexual 
experiences, petty larceny, and auto theft for joy-riding. This behavior 
seems to occur less frequently, to be more responsive to control and 
change, and to be less likely to continue in the form of adult criminal 
careers. See, e.g., A. K. Cohen and J. F. Short, Jr., “Research in De- 
linquent Subcultures,” Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 14, No. 3 (Summer 
1958), p. 28. 
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concern on the part of law-enforcement officials, who recog- 
nize that delinquent behavior tends to be less stable when 
peer supports are weak or absent. We shall have more to say 
later in this chapter about the relative frequency and social 
cost of delinquent behavior among the various classes. 


J^inquent Norms 


f Every culture provides its members with appropriate be-'» 
liefs, values, and norms to carry out required activities. This) 
is equally true of the subculture, which is distinguished by^ 
the prefix “sub” only to focus attention on its connection with 
a larger environing culture from which it has become par-J^ 
tially differentiated. While he is being inducted into the sub- ’ 
culture, the new member encounters and learns ways of 
describing the world about him which equip him to engage 
in these prescribed activities, enabling him to understand, 
discriminate, predict, and interpret the actions of others in 
relation to himself as a member of the subculture. These 
characteristic descriptions acquire the force of beliefs which 
are passed on as part of the subcultural tradition. The new 
member is also encouraged to adopt a set of evaluations which 
guide his judgments, comparisons, and preferential choices. 
These values are integrated with the beliefs that he has ac- 
quired. The beliefs and values that the subculture provides are 
in turn mobilized to support its prescriptions, which become 
elaborated as a set of norms for directing and controlling the 
behavior of its members. Descriptions, evaluations, and pre- 
scriptions, then, are provided by the subculture and shared as 
common property by its members.® 

The most crucial elements of the delinquent subculture 
are the prescriptions, norms, or rules of conduct that define the 
activities required of a full-fledged member. Every delinquent 


9- For a more detailed discussion of the terminology employed in 
these distinctions, see H. L. Zetterberg, “Compliant Actions,” Ac/a So- 
ciofogica, Vol. 2 (Copenhagen, 1957), pp. 179-201. 



subculture, we have said, is based upon a set of dominant 
roles which involve the performance of delinquent acts. Mem- 
bers of the subculture share a knowledge of what is required 
for the competent performance of these roles, which give the 
subculture its distinctiveness. What we have called the criminal^ 
subculture prescribes disciplined and utilitarian forms of theft; 1 
the conflict subcidture prescribes the instrumental use of vio- ' 
lence; the retreatist subculture prescribes participation in illicit ’ 
consummately experiences, such as drug use. Thus the delin- 
quent norms that govern these activities are the primary iden- 
tifying and organizing elements of delinquent subcultures. 

The prescriptions of delinquent subcultures are supported, 
ordered, and closely integrated with appropriate values and 
beliefs, which serve to buttress, validam, and rationalize the 
different types of prescription in the various delinquent sub- 
cultures. Members of the criminal subculture, for example, ' 
believe that the world is populated by “smart guys” and “suck- i 
ers”; members of the conflict gang see their “turf” as sur- 
rounded by enemies; retreatists regard the world about them ' 
as populated by “s 5 u.ares.” Similarly, each subculture is char- J 
acterized by distinctive evaluations: criminals value st ealthy 
dexterity, wit, “front,” and the capacity to evade detection; 
street-warriors value “heart”; retreatists place a premium on , 
esoteric “kicks.” The integration of beliefs and values with ■ 
norms provides stability for the essential activities of the sub- 
culture. 

ENT AND OFFICIAL^ NORMS 

Official norms are implicit or explicit in all court pro- 
ceedings. Sometimes they are formally stated in official statutes 
and rules or in other traditionally acknowledged guides for 
official judgments. Court action involves a demonstration that 
tlie delinquent has violated oflflcial norms. Officials must decide 
whether or not his acts are to be tolerated; that is, they must 
make distinctions between behavior that is permissible and 
behavior that is forbidden. 

In making these decisions, it is customary for officials 
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to distinguish between the behavior of the delinquent and his 
attitude in relation to the system of social rules which he has 
violated: a person may violate the rights of persons or prop- 
erty through ignorance or carelessness or by accident and never- 
theless fully support the existing rules and be willing to abide 
^by them. A delinquent act, in short, is not necessarily an in- 
dication of the offender’s attitude toward official norms. When ' 
delinquent behavior is supported by delinquent attitudes, how- i 
ever, the offender challenges the authority of the social ex- 
pectations which he has violated; his sentiments and behavioi^ 
are not in conflict but reinforce each other. 

"^is distinction is a most signifi c ant one in cr iminal law>. 
There "are'^' small number of crimes, known as “absolute lia- 
bility” offenses, in which the only requirement for establishing 
guilt is proof that the defendant committed the forbidden act. 
For example, a mistaken belief concerning the age of a minor 
is generally not a defense against the crime of selling liquor to 
a minor or having carnal knowledge of a female under the 
legal age of consent. However, for most offenses the demonstra- 
tion of some kind of culpability is usually required. An effort 
is made to discover the grounds for deviation. It is not enough 
to have committed the crime; t he offender must ha ve ..acted 
“ purposely, knowingly, reckless ly or negligently, as the JaW-jnay.. 
require, with respect to each materi al .element.of the o ffen se.”^” 

This attempt to identify the attitude underlying the act 
reflects an interest in establishing the existence and degree of 
the offender’s commitment to a set of norms in opposition to 
those of the official system. The delinquent act that springs 
from a well-organized set of delinquent norms to \vhich the 
offender fully subscribes is generally viewed as more serious 
by agents of criminal justice than a careless or unwitting law 
violation. Similar acts of deviation from existing rules mean 
quite different things depending upon the orientation toward 
conventional rules implicit in them. That orientation, in turn, 
reflects the nature of the norms to which the offender tenders 
allegiance. 

10. American Law Institute, Model Penal Code: Tentative Draft 
No. 4 (April 25, 1955), p. 12; see also pp. \23ff. 



^raE'- XEGITIMACY OF NORMS 

A person attributes legitimacy to a system of rules and 
corresponding models of behavior when he accepts them as 
binding on his conduct,^^ If a system of rules is defined as 
legitimate, this means that the rules are accepted as an author- 
itative set of directives for action. Conversely, any pattern 
of social action may be regarded as illegitimate if participants 
in a group feel that no member should accept it as an author- 
itative model of behavior. The acceptance or rejection of a\ 
system of rules gives the system an imperative quality so that-l 
the group member perceives it as a set of rules that he must \ 
or must not follow. 

This definition of legitimacy contains an essential subjec- 
tive element, since it depends on the existence of a group 
member’s readiness to obey a particular set of rules, whether 
or not he consciously recognizes this attitude. Under this def- 
inition, simple compliance with rules is not sufficient to estab- 
lish that the actor defines them as legitimate. Just as rule 
violation may occur accidentally or through negligence, so 
conformity may be unpremeditated or coincidental. Behavioral 
compliance must be coupled with an attitude of acceptance to 
allow us to say that the rules are invested with legitimacy. 

This usage is somewhat broader than that contemplated 
in criminal law, for we are interested in the attitude toward 
the rules implied in behavior that conforms to the rules 
as well as in behavior that violates them. Criminal-justice of- 
ficials search for the underlying attitude toward the rules only 
in the case of behavior that violates them. In the study of sub- 
cultural development, however, lack of consent to the authority 
of the rules may pose a serious threat to the stability of the 
social system even though behavior is conforming. 

People attribute legitimacy to a system of norms for a 
variety of reasons — ^perhaps because the rules facilitate certain 

11. The discussion of legitimacy in this section draws heavily on 
Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, trans. 
by A. M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons (New York: Oxford Univer- 
sity Press, 1947), esp. pp. 124-32. 



j 7 Delinquent Subcultures 

emotional satisfactions; because of respect for the traditional 
place they have occupied in the life of the group; because of a 
belief in their ultimate relation to some moral, aesthetic, or 
other type of standard; because of a belief in their legality in 
the sense that they conform to the terms of a voluntary agree- 
ment between interested persons, have been established by an 
authority previously accepted as legitimate, or are consistent 
with another set of rules viewed as legitimate; or because of a 
belief that acceptance of the rules would be expedient. Groups 
tend to be characterized by the predominance among their 
members of certain of these motives for attributing legitimacy 
to group norms. For example, in family groups a mixture of 
atfectual, moral, and traditional motives may predominate; in 
business groups, contractual and legal authority generates the 
dominant sentiments in support of the system. Similarly, group 
members may have different motives for upholding group 
norms, and these may change over time. Rules that were once 
accepted as a moral obligation may come to be upheld for 
reasons of expedienc y. The adolescent who abstains from drug 
use because he regards it as sinful may lose his moral con- 
victions and still abstain to avoid the risk of becoming addicted 
or getting caught. 

In technical usage, the concept of legitimacy has implied 
an element of “rightness” or moral validity.^^ However, we 
feel that the failure to draw a distinction between the legitimacy 
of a pattern of conduct and its ethical or moral validity can 
cause and has caused confusion in the literature. Unless the 
attribution of authority is distinguished from moral evalua- 
tions that may or may not be ascribed at the same time, it 
becomes impossible to understand how a person can attribute 
legitimacy to a set of norms that he regards as morally in- 
ferior to some alternative set of action prescriptions. Indeed, 

12. It has been ccmmon in the sociological literature to associate 
a moral element with the attribution of legitimacy. See, e.g., Talcott 
Parsons, T/ie Structure of Social Action (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 
1949), p. 669; or, more recently, S. M. Lipset, “Political Sociology,” in 
R. K. Merton, Leonard Broom, and L. S. Cottrell, Jr., eds.. Sociology 
Today; Problems and Prospects (New York: Basic Books, 1959). pp. 
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there are many occasions when men give allegiance to norms 
that they recognize as morally inferior to other norms. In 
highly competitive business situations, for example, people 
often accept as necessary such normative practices as mis- 
leading advertising claims for products, kickbacks, and fee- 
splitting at the same time that they morally condemn them. 
The concepts we use must permit us to reflect these dis- 
tinctions between norms and moral values in our analysis of 
behavior. 

When there is a discrepancy between the norms ac- 
cepted as legitimate and those viewed as morally desirable, 
the system is likely to be rather unstable. Under these condi- 
tions pressures may develop to bring them back in line with 
one another. Nevertheless, it is possible for persons faced with 
such a discrepancy to function effectively, especially if they 
manage to develop means of discounting, de-eraphasizing, or 
neutralizing^^ the significance of the moral issues related to the 
pattern of conduct to which they have given allegiance. The 
delinquent who accepts subcultural prescriptions for theft^ 
street fighting, or drug use as guides to his conduct and who-^ 
simultaneously views such conduct as sinful will experience 
severe s'tram unless he can find a way' of coping with his moral ^ 
problems — ^for example, by defining his delinquency as a re-/ 
sponse to an amoral situation, and so reducing his normative 
conflict. 

The distinction we are making between the legitimacy of 
social norms and their moral validity is similar in many re- 
spects to Sorokin’s distinction between “law norms” and 
“moral norms.”^^ The essential characteristic of the law norm 
is that it “establishes a definite two-sided, imperative-attribu- 
tive relationship between two parties through an indication of 
what one party is entitled to demand from the other and what 

13. Techniques of neutralization are described in G. M. Sykes and 
David Matza, “Techniques of Neutralization: A Theory of Delinquency,” 
American Sociological Review, Vol. 22 (Dec. 1957), pp. 664-70, and 
are discussed in n7ore detail in Chap. 5, infra. 

14. P. A. Sorokin, Society, Culture, and Personality: Their Struc- 
ture and Dynamics (New York: Harper & Bros., 1947), pp. 71-85. 
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the other party is obliged to do to meet this demand.”^® The 
moral norm, in contrast, is one-sided. It is imperative in the 
sense that it urges someone to pursue a particular form of 
conduct, but it is not attributive since there is no one right- 
fully entitled to demand it. “Regardless of content,” Sorokin 
notes, “any norm that is only imperative and not attributive, 
that only recommends a certain conduct but does not ascribe 
a right to demand it to any subject of right, is a moral 
norm, and is a very different thing from law norms.”^® When 
a person becomes a member of a group he is required to ac- 
cept its law norms. He is obliged to perform the duties and 
receive the dues to which his position entitles him. Violation 
of these norms exposes him to appropriate sanctions. He is 
free, however, to apply or not to apply the moral norms of the 
system. Law norms and moral norms usually support each 
other, as in the case of laws against murder and theft and 
moral injunctions not to kill or steal, but even then they carry 
different types of authority and ability to invoke sanctions. 
Maintaining a distinction between what Sorokin calls “law 
norms” and “moral norms” enables us to consider the case 
of the delinquent who regards theft as legitimate under the 
rules of conduct he follows and yet at the same time morally 
wrong. 

It is our view that members of delinquent subcultures 
have withdrawn their attribution of legitimacy to certain of the 
norms maintained by law-abiding groups of the larger society 
and have given it, instead, to new patterns of conduct which 
are defined as illegitimate by representatives of official agencies. 
Most of the behavior of delinquents conforms to conventional 
expectations; their violations of official norms are selective, 
confined to certain areas of activity and interest. However, 
those norms of delinquent subcultures which require the 
practice of theft, street warfare, and drug use are in direct 
opposition to official norms. Delinquents have withdrawn their 
support from established norms and invested officially for- 
bidden forms of conduct with a claim to legitimacy in the 

15. Ibid., pp. 72-73. 

16. Ibid., p. 83. 
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light of their special situation. They recognize that law-abiding 
persons regard their behavior as illegitimate and they accept 
the necessity of secrecy and c ircumspecti on. 

It should be noted that the attitude toward official norms, 
the imputation of legitimacy to officially prohibited conduct, 
and the rationalizations that make this conduct acceptable to 
the delinquent are best exemplified by the fully indoctrinated 
member of the subculture. Members may waver from time 
to time in the relative degree of legitimacy they attribute to 
official and delinquent norms. Nevertheless, the delinquent 
subculture calls for the withdrawal of sentiments supporting 
official norms and the tendering of allegiance to competing 
norms. To the extent that members waver in their allegiance 
to delinquent norms, the subculture comes to lack stability and 
validity as a style of life. 


.y^neties of Delinquent Sub culture 

As WE HAVE NOTED, there appear to be three major types of 
delinquent subculture typically encountered among adolescent 
males in lower-class areas of large urban centers. One is based 
principally upon criminal values; its members are organized 
primarily for the pursuit of material gain by such illegal means 
as extortion, fraud, and theft. In the second, violence is the 
keynote; its members pursue status (“rep”) through the ma- 
nipulation of force or threat of force. These are the “warrior” 
groups that attract so much attention in the press. Finally, 
there are subcultures which emphasize the consumption of 
drugs. The participants in these drug subcultures have become 
alienated from conventional roles, such as those required in 
the family or the occupational world. They have withdrawn 
into a restricted world in which the ultimate value consists 
in the “kick.” \Ve caljThese three subcultural forms “criminal,” 
“conflict^ and “mtreatist/’ respectively.^'^ 


''i 17. It should be understood that these terms characterize these de- 

\Iinquent modes of adaptation from the reference position of conventional 



Delinquent Subcultures 


These shorthand terms simply denote the principal ori- 
entation of each form of adaptation from the perspective 
of the dominant social order; although one can find many 
examples of subcultures that fit accurately into one of these 
three categories, subcultures frequently appear in somewhat 
mixed form. Thus members of a predominantly conflict sub- 
culture may also on occasion engage in systematic theft; mem- 
bers of a criminal subculture may sometimes do combat in the 
streets with rival gangs. But this should not obscure the fact 
that these subcultures tend to exhibit essentially different 
orientations. 

The extent to which the delinquent subculture organizes 
and controls a participant’s allegiance varies from one member 
to another. Some members of the gang are almost totally im- 
mersed in the perspectives of the subculture and bring them 
into play in all their contacts; others segregate this aspect of 
their lives and maintain other roles in the family, school, and 
church. The chances are relatively slight, however, that an 
adolescent can successfully segregate delinquent and conform- 
ing roles for a long period of time. Pressures emanate from 
the subculture leading its members to adopt unfavorable atti- 
tudes toward parents, school teachers, policemen, and other 
adults in the conventional world. When he is apprehended for 
delinquent acts, the possibility of the delinquent’s maintaining 
distinctly separate role involvements breaks down, and he is 
confronted with the necessity of choosing between law-abiding 
and delinquent styles of life. Since family, welfare, religious, 
educational, law-enforcement, and correctional institutions are 
arrayed against the appeal of his delinquent associates, the 
decision is a difficult one, frequently requiring either complete 
acceptance or complete rejection of one or the other system 
of obligations.^® 


^society; they do not necessarily reflect the attitudes of members of the 
( subcultures. Thus the term “retreatist” does not necessarily reflect the 
of the “cat.” Far from thinking of himself as being in retreat. 
Use defines himself as among the elect. 

®timmarizes the community’s role in this process 
of alienation by the phrase dramatization of evil” (Frank Tannenbaum, 
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At any one point in time, however, the extent to which 
the norms of the delinquent subculture control behavior will 
vary from one member to another. Accordingly, descriptions 
of these subcultures must be stated in terms of the fully 
indoctrinated member rather than the average member. Only 
in this way can the distinctiveness of delinquent styles of life 
be made clear. It is with this understanding that we offer the 
following brief empirical characterizations of the three main 
types of delinquent subculture. 


THE CRIMINAL PATTERN 


The most extensive documentation in the sociological 
literature of delinquent behavior patterns in lower-class cul- 
ture describes a tradition which integrates youthful delin- 
quency with adult criminality.^® In the central value orienta- 
tion of youths participating in this tradition, delinquent and 
criminal behavior is accepted as a means of achieving success- 
goals. The dominant criteria of in-group evaluation stress 
achievement, the use of skill and knowledge to get results. In 
this culture, prestige is allocated to those who achieve material 
gain and power through avenues defined as illegitimate by the 
larger society. From the very young to the very old, the suc- 
cessful “haul” — ^which quickly transforms the penniless into 
a man of means — is an ever-present vision of the possible 
and desirable. Although one may also achieve material success 
through the routine practice of theft or fraud, the “big score” 
remains the symbolic image of quick success. 


Crime and the Community [New York; Columbia University Press, 
1938], pp. 19-21). For a more detailed account of this process, see 
Chap. 5, infra. 

19. See esp. C. R. Shaw, The Jack Roller (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1930); Shaw, The Natural History of a Delinquent 
Career (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1940); Shaw and H. D. 
McKay, Juvenile Delinquency and Urban Areas (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1942); E. H. Sutherland, ed., The Professional Thief 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1937); Sutherland, Principles of 
Criminology, 4th ed. (Philadelphia: J. P. Lippincott Co., 1947); and 
Sutherland, White Collar Crime (New York; Drydcn Press, 1949). 
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The means by which a member of a criminal subculture 
achieves success are clearly defined for the aspirant. At a 
young age, he learns to admire and respect older criminals 
and to adopt the “right guy” as his role-model. Delinquent 
episodes help him to acquire mastery of the techniques and 
orientation of the criminal world and to learn how to cooper- 
ate successfully with others in criminal enterprises. He ex- 
hibits hostility and distrust toward representatives of the larger 
society. He regards members of the conventional world as 
“suckers,” his natural victims, to be exploited when possible. 
He sees successful people in the conventional world as having 
a “racket” — e.g., big businessmen have huge expense accounts, 
politicians get graft, etc. This attitude successfully neutralizes 
the controlling effect of conventional norms. Toward the in- 
group the “right guy” maintains relationships of loyalty, hon- 
esty, and trustworthiness. He must prove himself reliable and 
dependable in his contacts with his criminal associates al- 
though he has no such obligations toward the out-group of 
noncriminals. 

One of the best ways of assuring success in the criminal 
world is to cultivate appropriate “connections.” As a young- 
ster, this means running with a clique composed of other 
“right guys” and promoting an apprenticeship or some other 
favored relationship with older and successful offenders. Close 
and dependable ties with income-producing outlets for stolen 
goods, such as the wagon peddler, the junkman, and the fence, 
are especially useful. Furthermore, these intermediaries en- 
courage and protect the young delinquent in a criminal way 
of life by giving him a jaundiced perspective on the private 
morality of many functionaries in conventional society. As he 
matures, the young delinquent becomes acquainted with a new 
world made up of predatory bondsmen, shady lawyers, crooked 
policemen, grafting politicians, dishonest businessmen, and cor- 
rupt jaUers. Through “connections” with occupants of these 
half-legitimate, half-illegitimate roles and with “big shots” in 
the underworld, the aspiring criminal validates and assures his 
freedom of movement in a world made safe for crime. 
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CONFLICT PATTERN^" 

The role-model in the conflict pattern of lower-class cul- 
ture is the “hopper^ who swaggers with his gang, fights with 
weapons to win a wary respect from other gangs, and compels 
a fearful deference from the conventional adult world by his 
unpredictable and destructive assaults on persons and property. 
To other gang members, however, the key qualities of the 
bopper are those of the successful warrior. His performance 
must reveal a willingness to defend his personal integrity and 
the honor of the gang. He must do this with great courage 
and displays of fearlessness in the face of personal danger. 

The immediate aim in the world of fighting gangs is to 
acquire a reputation for toughness and destructive violence. 
A “rep” assures not only respectful behavior from peers and 
threatened adults but also admiration for the physical strength 
and masculinity which it symbolizes. It represents a way of 
securing access to the scarce resources for adolescent pleas- 
ure and opportunity in underprivileged areas. 

Above all things, the bopper is valued for his “heart.” He 
does not “chicken out,” even when confronted by superior 
force. He never defaults in the face of a personal insult or a 
challenge to the integrity of his gang. The code of the bopper 
is that of the warrior who places great stress on courage, the 
defense of his group, and the maintenance of honor. 

Relationships between bopping gang members and the 
adult world are severely attenuated. The term that the bopper 

20. For descriptions of conflict groups, see Harrison Salisbury, The 
Shook-up Generation (New York: Harper & Bros., 1958); Reaching the 
Unreached, a Publication of the New York City Youth Board, 1952; 
C. K. Myers, Light the Dark Streets (Greenwich, Conn.; Seabury Press, 

1957) ; Walter Bernstein, “The Cherubs Are Rumbling,” The New Yorker,^ 
Sept. 21, 1957; Sam Glane, “Juvenile Gangs in East Side Los Angeles,” 
Focus, Vol. 29 (Sept. 1959), pp. 136-41; Dale Kramer and Madeline 
Karr, Teen-Age Gangs (New York: Henry Holt, 1953); S. V. Jones, 
“The Cougars — Life with a Brooklyn Gang,” Harpeds, Vol. 209 (Nov. 
1954), pp. 35-43; P. C. Crawford, D. I. Malamud, and J. R. Dumpson, 
Working with Teen-Age Gangs (New York Welfare Council, 1950); Dan 
Wakefield, “The Gang That Went Good,” Harper’s, Vol. 216 (June 

1958) , pp. 36-43. 
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uses most frequently to characterize his relationships with 
adults is “weak,” He is unable to find appropriate role-models 
that can designate for him a structure of opportunities lead- 
ing to adult success. He views himself as isolated and the adult 
world as indifferent. The commitments of adults are to their 
own interests and not to his. Their explanations of why he 
should behave differently are “weak ” as are their efforts to 
help him. 

Confronted by the apparent indifference and i nsinceri ty^ 
of the adult, world, the ideal bopper seeks to win by coercion 
the. attention and opportunities he lacks and cannot otherwise 
attract. In recent years the street-gang worker who deals with 
the fighting gang on its own “turf” has come to symbolize not 
only a recognition by conventional adult society of the gang’s 
toughness but also a concession of opportunities formerly de- 
nied, Through the alchemy of competition between gangs, 
this gesture of attentfon’ by the adult world to the “worst” 
gangs is transformed into a mark of prestige. Thus does the 
manipulation of violence convert indifference into accommoda- 
tion and attention into status. 

, ^;^3 to"retreatist patte rn 

Retreatism may include a variety of expressive, sensual, 
or consummatoiy experiences, alone or in a group. In this 
analysis, we are interested only in those experiences that in- 
volve the use of drugs and that are supported by a subculture. 
We have adopted these limitations in order to maintain our 
focus on subcultural formations which are clearly recognized 
as delinquent, as drug use by adolescents is. The retreatist 
preoccupation with expressive experiences creates many varie- 
ties of “hipster” cult among lower-class adolescents which 

foster patterns of deviant but not necessarily delinquent con- 
duct. 

Subcultural drug-users in lower-class areas perceive them- 
selves as culturally and socially detached from the life-style and 
. ^eryday preoccupations of members of the conventional world. 
The following characterization of the “cat” culture, observed 
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by Fincstone in a lower-class Negro area in Qiicago, describes 
dnig use in the more general context of “hipsterism.”*^ Thus 
it should not be assumed that this description in every respect 
fits drug cultures found elsewhere. We have drawn heavily 
on Finestonc’s observations, however, because they provide 
the best descriptions available of tlic social world in which 
lower-class adolescent drug cultures typically arise. 3 
"" The dominant feature of the retreatist subculture of the 
, “cat” lies in the continuous pursuit of the “kick.” Every cat 
has a kick — alcohol, marijuana, addicting drugs, unusual sex- 
' ual experiences, hot jazz, cool jazz, or any combination of 
’ these. Whatever its content, the kick is a search for ewtatic 
experiences. The retreatist strives for an intense awareness of 
living and a sense of pleasure that is “out of this world.” In 
extreme form, he seeks an almost spiritual and mystical knowl- 
edge that is experienced when one comes to know “it” at the 
height of one’s kick. The past and tlic future recede in the 
time perspective of the cat, since complete awareness in pres- 
ent experience is the essence of tlie kick. /< O 

The successful cat has a lucrative “ hustle” which contrasts 
sharply with the routine and discipline required in the or- 
dinary occupational tasks of conventional society. The many 
varieties of the hustle are characterized by a rejection of vio- 
lence or force and a preference for manipulating, persuading, 
outwitting, or “conning” others to obtain resources for experi- 
encing the kick. The cat begs, borrows, steals, or engages in 
some petty con-game. He caters to the illegitimate cravings of 
others by peddling drugs or working as a pimp. A highly ex- 
ploitative attitude toward women permits the cat to view pimp- 
ing as a prestigeful source of income. Through the labor of 
“chicks” engaged in prostitution or shoplifting, he can live in 
idleness and concentrate his entire attention on organizing, 


scheduling, and experiencing the esthetic pleasure of the kick. 
The hustle of the cat is secondary to his interest in the kick. 


In this respect the cat differs from his fellow delinquents m 
21. Harold Fincstone, “Cats, Kicks and Color,” Social Problems, 


Vol. 5 (July 1957), pp. 3-13. 
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the criminal subculture, for whom income-producing activity 
is a primary concern. 

The ideal cat’s appearance, demeanor, and taste can best 
be characterized as “cool.” The cat seeks to exhibit a highly 
developed and sophisticated taste for clothes. In his demeanor, 
he struggles to reveal a self-assured and unruffled manner, 
thereby emphasiring his aloofness and “superiority” to the 
“squares.” He develops a colorful, discriminating vocabulary 
and ritualized gestures which express his sense of difference 
from the conventional world and his solidarity with the re- 
treatist subculture. 

The word “cool” also best describes the sense of apart- 
ness and detachment which the retreatist experiences in his 
relationships with the conventional world. His reference group 
is the “society of cats,” an “elite” group in which he becomes 
isolated from conventional society. Within this group, a new 
order of goals and criteria of achievement are created. The cat 
does not seek to impose this system of values on the world of 
the squares. Instead, he strives for status and deference within 
the society of cats by cultivating the kick and the hustle. Thus 
the retreatist subculture provides avenues to success-goals, to 
the social admiration and the sense of well-being or oneness 
with the world which the members feel are otherwise beyond 
their reach. 


The Distribution of Delinquent Subcultures 

Evidence is available to justify the assumption that these 
various types of delinquent subculture can be expected to 
arise at different locations in the social structure. Unfortu- 
nately, this evidence is fragmentary, impr essionistic , and un- 
coordinated, consisting essentially of a large number of discrete 
observations and personal impressions by research, law-en- 
forcement, education, welfare, and journalistic personnel. We 
have not been sufficiently alert to the significance of group 
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afiiliations to insist on systematic and comprehensive surveys 
of available data on them. OlBcial statistics on delinquency 
are not helpful, for the administration of criminal justice is 
organized to prosecute misconduct on an individualistic, case- 
by-case basis. The diffuse connections which the offender 
maintains with groups are obscured when he is taken out of 
his social world and processed as an individual law-violator. 
The result is tliat we lack a way of linking statistics on indi- 
vidual acts of delinquency to the various subcultural contexts 
within which these acts may have occurred. For example, it 
is difficult to tell from statistics on felonious assault whether 
these are the acts of individuals or of participants in a criminal- 
or conflict-oriented gang. We need to know much more about 
the distribution of the various delinquent subcultures by age, 
sex, class, nationality, and race and about changes in distribu- 
tion over time in order to develop an understanding of the 
processes and forces promoting their growth, patterning, and 
persistence. 

The descriptions available in lay and professional litera- 
ture and judgments of law-enforcement and welfare personnel 
do suggest, however, that the three types of delinquent sub- 
culture are found most commonly in lower-class areas of large 
cities, although, as we have pointed out, delinquent subcultures 
sometimes arise in middle-class areas as well. In the lower 
class they seem to exhibit more distinctive and highly inte- 
grated forms of organization than in the middle class. For this 
reason, we suggested, lower-class patterns of delinquency pre- 
sent the most costly and difficult problems in the area of 
delinquency control and prevention. 

To recognize the higher social costs of lower-class delin- ' 
quencies does not mean, however, that more punitive measures 
of control and treatment for lower-class delinquents are justi- 
fiable. It simply suggests that the tasks of control, deterrence, 
reformation, and especially prevention must take a different 
direction for these youth. It appears that the middle-class of- 
fender, whether alone or involved with a group, is more 
a menabl e to the various individualized forms of control and 
therapy which parents or the community can provide. Once 
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alerted to the problem, the parents of the middle-class offender 
seem to be better able to exploit successfully the greater social 
visibility of his behavior and the more varied career alterna- 
tives open to him in contrast to the lower-class youngster, 
whose behavior is characterized by anonymity and whose op- 
portunities are limited. If the delinquent subculture, as we 
suggest, plays a crucial role in the development and persistence 
of criminal forms of activity among the lower class, it becomes 
highly important, theoretically and practically, to deal directly 
with this phenomenon. We must understand how such sub- 
cultures arise, develop, and persist if we wish to lessen the 
influence they exercise over their members. This book repre- 
sents a theoretical inquiry directed toward these ends. 

Very little evidence is currently available on the distribu- 
tion of these three types of delinquent subculture in lower- 
class areas, but certain types seem to be especially prevalent 
among certain racial and ethnic groups.-^ In New York City, 
for example, criminal groups oriented toward “the rackets,” 
such as gambling, vice, narcotics peddling, etc., tend to be 
found most often in Italian neighborhoods, while criminal 
groups oriented toward professional burglary, robbery, and 
theft are most likely to be found in areas of mixed nationality. 
Conflict and retreatist groups appear to be especially preval- 
ent in Negro and Puerto Rican neighborhoods. 

Unfortunately, we lack adequate accounts of the types 
of delinquent subculture to be found in small towns and rural 
areas. However, judging from available descriptions and expres- 
sions of public concern^ well-developed collective patterns of 
delinquent activity seem to be a product of the conditions of 
life in large metropolitan centers and particularly in those 
inner-city areas that have traditionally exhibited many other 
kinds of social problem. As yet there appear to be only slight 
tendencies for these delinquent subcultures to diffuse outward 
from the inner metropolitan areas to suburban communities or 

22. We regard the ethnic and racial differences as consequences of 
the stage of assimilation which the various racial and nationality groups 
ave reached and the forms of neighborhood organization to which 
they are exposed. This point is developed in Chaps. 7 and 8, infra. 
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smaller urban centers.*® Thus far the conflict pattern seems 
to show the strongest tendencies toward diffusion. Former gang 
members displaced by slum-clearance projects to outer areas 
carry their conflict subculture with them and seek to establish 
their old reputations in the new areas. The conflict pattern also 
seems to lend itself most readily to imitation because of its 
relative autonomy and lack of dependence on adult connec- 
tions for self-maintenance. 

Delinquent subcultures in lower-class urban areas may be 
observed in clearest form among adolescent males. Occasion- 
ally gangs of delinquent girls have been noted, but they are 
likely to be affiliated in some subordinate relationship with 
a group of delinquent boys (e.g., the society of “debs” affiliated 
with the fighting street gang of male adolescents).®* Pre- 
adolescent or early-teen-age gangs of delinquents have also 
been observed, but these groups are usually closely related to 
a group of older delinquents whose behavior their members 
emulate and whose ranks they aspire to join.®® There appears 
to be general consensus in the literature that the most con- 
sistently serious problems of delinquency, considering the social 
cost to the individual and to society, are to be found in the 
organized delinquent activities of boys in late adolescence. 
This does not mean that other delinquent groups should be 
ignored, but for the purpose of understanding the growth and 
persistence of different types of delinquent subculture it seems 
desirable to start by studying the most visible and well-articu- 
lated forms. 

Clearly we need much better data on the social and eco- 
logical distribution of these subcultures. For the present we 
can only conclude, in the absence of contradictory information, 
that our current indications as to their location among urban, 
lower-class, male adolescents are accurate. In the following 
chapters we shall consider the sources, growth, and persistence 
of delinquent subcultures. 

23. Although Salisbury (op. cit., pp. 104-17) suggests that such dif- 
fusion is taking place, it is not clear that the behavior of suburban ado- 
lescent groups is of the same type as is found in the inner-city areas. 

24. Ibid., pp. 32-35. 

25. Ibid., pp. 20-21. 



CHAPTER 


Questions a Theory 
Must Answer 


UHE outcome of any scientific undertaking 
is determined in large part by the nature of the questions with 
which the inquiry begins; in a sense, the process of inquiry itself 
may be understood as an effort to frame questions more pre- 
cisely. This chapter is devoted to an exposition and clarifica- 
tion of the questions which we regard as crucial to an under- 
standing of delinquent subcultures. 

Generally speaking, we are interested in knowing why 
delinquent subcultures arise in certain locations in the social 
stmcture. But this is a very broad and crudely stated question. 
It subsumes a sequence of at least five distinct classes of ques- 
tion, all of which must be answered by a comprehensive 
theory. Before stating these questions, however, it should be 
noted that efforts to distinguish between them result in a 
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measure of artificiality. Although the various classes of ques- 
tion are analytically distinct, they refer to empirical processes 
and conditions which are integrally related to one another. 
With this caution in mind, then, we may state the questions 
briefly as follows; 

1. What is the precise nature of the delinquent adapta- 
tion which is to be explained? 

2. How is this mode of adaptation distributed in the social 
structure? How is it located in terms of age, sex, socioeconomic 
position, and other social variables? 

3. To what problems of adjustment might this pattern 
be a response? Under what conditions will persons experience 
strains and tensions that lead to delinquent subcultures? 

4. Why is a particular mode of delinquency selected 
rather than others? Several delinquent adaptations are con- 
ceivably available in any given situation; what, then, are the 
determinants of the process of selection? Among delinquents 
who participate in subcultures, for example, why do some 
become apprentice criminals rather than street fighters or drug 
addicts? These are distinctive subcultural adaptations; an ex- 
planation of one may not constitute an explanation of the 
others. 

5. What determines the relative stability or instability of 
a particular delinquent pattern? Why, for example, is the con- 
flict subculture so much less stable than either the criminal 
or the retreatist subculture? Why is it that some persons shift 
from one subcultural adaptation to another, as in the case of 
street fighters who become drug addicts? These and other 
problems lie within the area of social equilibrium and social 
change, and they generate important theoretical issues that 
must be resolved if our explanation of delinquent subcultures 
is to be complete. 

All five of these questions figure prominently in the way 
we think about delinquent subcultures and, therefore, in the 
way in which we have organized this book. In Chapter 1 we 
dealt with the first two questions, which have to do with die 
definition of our object of inquiry and its distribution in the 
social structure. A few more remarks on these matters may 
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be in order before we take up the remaining questions in detail. 

Definition of the object of inquiry is perhaps the most 
difficult task to which we address ourselves, and one to which 
little attention is given in the literature on delinquency. This 
neglect is particularly frustrating since the term “delinquency,” 
as it is commonly used, subsumes an enormous range of quite 
disparate behavior. Indeed, almost every kind of violation by 
juveniles of adult expectations has at one time or another been 
labeled “delinquent,” with the result that the term has become 
meaningless. If theorists fail to delineate the boundaries of the 
type of delinquency they are seeking to explain, their explana- 
tions are of little value. It is our belief that many of the cur- 
rent disputes regarding the adequacy of apparently conflicting 
theories are actually irrelevant, for often the theorists are not 
talking about the same kinds of delinquency. 

In Chapter 1, we stated that this inquiry will focus upon 
delinquent subcultures. That is, we shall exclude from our pur- 
view acts of delinquency that are committed by isolated indi- 
viduals, or by members of groups in which delinquent acts are 
not prescribed. We dealt in some detail with the definition of 
delinquent subcultures and with their distinction from other 
deviant subcultures. 

We also asked how these subcultures were distributed in 
the social structure. We suggested that they are usually (but 
not exclusively) associated with the male sex role, that they 
tend to be concentrated in the lower class, that they emerge 
during adolescence, and that they are most likely to be found 
in urban areas. These and similar matters regarding location 
or distribution provide clues to the sources of a pattern. If 
we know that a particular type of adaptation is more char- 
acteristic of lower-class than of middle-class persons, we can 
investigate features of lower-class life that might conceivably 
help to explain the origins of the adaptation. If we know that 
an adaptation occurs disproportionately among males, we may 
wish to inquire about the influence of sex roles upon the 
emergence of such a pattern. Locational data, in short, provide 
guides to potentially, fruitful lines of inquiry, for we assume 
that variations in the rates of an adaptation from one position 
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in the social structure to another are significantly related to 
variations in the features of the corresponding social environ- 
ments. 


The Origin of Pressures Toward Deviance 


Perhaps the largest area of conceptual confusion in the lit- 
erature on delinquency is the failure to distinguish clearly 
among questions regarding the origin of pressures toward de- 
linquency, the selection and evolution of different solutions, 
and the persistence and change of these various solutions. 
These questions must be analytically distinguished from one 
another in order to avoid ambiguity; in practice, however, 
they are usually merged, so that an answer to one is taken to 
be an answer to all three. 

The sense in which these questions are different needs 
to be stressed. To account for the development of pressures 
toward deviance does not sufiSciently explain why these pres- 
sures result in one deviant solution rather than another. 
Furthermore, forces that account for the selection of one 
rather than another solution may have little to do with whether 
the resulting pattern will be stable or unstable. And, con- 
versely, the social pressures that help to maintain or alter a 
particular form of deviance may not be identical with the 
pressures that gave rise to the initial problem of adjustment. 
Although these questions are integrally related to one another, 
they must nevertheless be kept analytically distinct. 

In Chapter 3 we shall review several current theories of 
delinquency, noting the problems that arise when these dis- 
tinctions are not clearly drawn. Two brief illustrations will 
suffice to make our point here. 

Sociological no less than psychological theorists commonly 
— and erroneously — assume that an explanation of the moti- 
vational basis for a deviant pattern also explains the resulting 
response. That is, they assume an identity between pressures 
toward deviance and the subsequent solution. In a recent essay. 
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Questions o Theory Must Answer 


for example, Milton L. Barron seeks to explain delinquency 
by reference to a set of ideas developed by fimile Durkheim'- 
and extended by Robert K. Merton/ After discussing these 
ideas, Barron concludes: 

. . . many children in American society center their emotional con- 
victions heavily upon objectives, with far less emotional support for 
the prescribed processes of reaching out for them. Given such a 
differential emphasis upon goals on the one hand and norms on 
the other, the latter becomes so weakened as to lead to the behavior 
of the children being limited solely by considerations of efficiency. 
The result is delwquencyfi 


Whether or not we accept the theory of motivation expressed 
in this quotation, the final statement is anything but self- 
evident. Why do persons who expect to fall short of realizing 
their aspirations and who have incompletely internalized cul- 
tural norms necessarily become delinquent rather than, say, 
suicidal? Even if we admit the possibility that delinquency is 
a plausible response under such conditions, how are we to 
account for the evolution of a particular delinquent adaptation? 
Some delinquents engage in essentiaBy private, individual forms '^1 
of deviance; others band together, forming subcultures. Fur- 
thermore, there are, as we have suggested, at least three dis- ' 
tinctive subcultural variations; the criminal, the “bopper,” and 
the “cat” are not all alike. Hence several crucial questions 
remain: Why do adolescents orient themselves toward one j 
rather than another adaptation? How do subcultural solu- 
tions arise? And what are the forces that make for the I 
persistence or disintegration of various delinquent adaptations? i 
Barron’s analysis is directed solely to the origin of pressures 
toward delinquency; it cannot be taken as an answer to the 
remaining questions. 

Much the same criticism can be directed against the well- 
known works of the “Chicago school,” notably of Clifford R. 


T fimile Durkheim, Suicide: A Study of Sociology, trans. by 

Ti't George Simpson, ed. by George Simpson (Glencoe, 

111.: Free Press, 1951), esp. Chap. 5. 

■c 1 ^ Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, Rev. and 

tnl. Ed. (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1957), esp. Chaps. 4 and 5. 

Alt J A ’ Barron, The Juvenile in Delinquent Society (New York: 
Allred A. Knopf, 1956), p. 41. Emphasis added. 
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Shaw, Henry D. McKay, and Edwin Sutherland.^ In this in- 
tellectual tradition — roughly denoted by the terms “cultural 
transmission” and “differential association” — a specialized de- 
viant system of action, the criminal culture, has been described 
and analyzed. The bulk of the materials emanating from this) 
group bears primarily upon the persistence of criminal cul- 1 
lures: the development of internal organization, the emergence | 
of stabilizing connections with other groups in the society, the j 
recruitment and induction of new members, and the like. Pro - 1 
ponents of this tradition often define it as a “complete” ex- ' 
planation of delinquency. However, it falls short of this mark 
on two counts. First, we are told very little about the kinds 
of pressure that in^jnge upon the motivational systems of 
individuals leading to delinquent subcultures; secondly, we 
are told very little about why the result is a criminal way of 
life rather than some alternative deviant pattern. The Chicago 
school has greatly enhanced our understanding of the way in 
which deviant adaptations can become persisting, stable, often 
institutionalized features of the larger social structure of our 
society. But it does not provide us with answers to the other 
questions that must also be of interest to us. 

With these conceptual distinctions in mind, we may now 
return to the specific objective of this section — ^namely, to 
define the class of questions related to the origins of adjustment 
problems which lead to a readiness to engage in delinquent 
adaptations. Our approach to this task is based on several gen- 
eral assumptions. Foremost among these is the notion that 
deviance is not simply an asocial or primitive reaction. People 
sometimes “explain” the law-violating patterns of juvenile de- 
linquents by suggesting that these youngsters have been im- 
properly socialized, poorly trained at home or school. The 
delinquent, they say, has simply not learned the “rights” and 
“wrongs” of conduct in a civilized society. For but one of many 

4. See C. R. Shaw, T/te Jack-Roller (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1930); Shaw, The Natural History of a Delinquent 
Career (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1931); Shaw et ah, 
Delinquency Areas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1940); and 
Shaw and H. D. McKay, Juvenile Delinquency and Urban Areas 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1942). See also Chap. 6, infra. 
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examples of this point of view, note the following remarks by 
Elliott and Merrill: 

The normal child is individualistic, egoistic, thoughtless, and selfis^ ( 
Only by patient effort, by precept and example, does the child team , 
to be unselfish, obedient, kind and altruistic, and to respect private , 
property. . . . The delinquent child, on the other hand, is one who 
has not been trained to control his normal impulses according to^ 
the dictates of social convention.^ 


We do not subscribe to explanations of this kind, for we 
do not view the delinquent as untouched or unreached by the ! 
society of which he is a part. It has been our experience that 
most persons who participate in delinquent subcultures, if not 
lone offenders, are fully aware of the difference between right ■ 
and wrong, between conventional behavior and rule-violating 
behavior. They may not care about the difference, or they may 
enjoy flouting the rules of the game, or they may have decided 
that illegitimate practices get them what they want more effi- 
ciently than legitimate practices. But to say this is not quite ■ 
the same as to say that they do not understand the rules. 
Furthermore, this “explanation” ignores some well-established 
facts about the participants in delinquent subcultures, particu- ^ 
larly the fact that they are ordinarily quite capable of subordi- \ 
nating their individual interests to the larger interests of the 
group. Delinquent subcultures are not simply aggregates of 
impulsive, egoistic, individualistic, and selfish persons. The 
capacities of participants to conform to the norms of their 
subcultures seem to be neither less nor greater than the abilities 
of other persons in our society to conform to the dictates of 
the groups to which they belong. The stra tegic difference lies, , 
qlgo mse, in the na t ure of the norms^ w hich these delinquents 
conform as opposed to the more conventional no rms to wh ich 
^on3elinquehts~usuall y conform.' ~ 

WFbelieve that deviance and conformity generally result 
from the same kinds of social condition. As Cohen has pointed 
out: ‘People are prone to assume that those things which we 
define as evil and those which we define as good have their 

cj ^t^bel A. Elliott and F. E. Merrill, Social Disorganization, Rev. 
td. (New York: Harper & Bros, 1941), pp'. 114-15. 
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origins in separate and distinct features of society. Evil flows 
from poisoned wells; good flows from pure and crystal foun- 
tains. The same sources cannot feed both. Our view is dilfer- 
ent.”° The idea that deviance and conformity can arise from 
the same features of social life is based on a further assump- 
tion; that efforts to conform, to live up to social expectations, 
often entail profound strain and frustration. For example, a 
boy of fourteen may desperately wish to become a man, and 
certainly we should agree that this is a proper goal for him. 
Yet the very fact that he wants so much what the society at 
large wants for liim produces problems of adjustment, for ours 
is not a society that eases the transition from childhood to 
adulthood. We have thrown up difficult obstacles to the achieve- 
ment of adult status except after the young have endured long 
years of waiting and training. But during the years of prepara- 
tion, they become more and more impatient to be what we 
have urged them to be. This impatience with the enforced 
occupancy of a half-child, half-adult status frequently bursts 
forth and finds expression in dissjdence and protest.'^ Thus 
efforts to be what one is supposed to 'fee sometimes lead to 
aberra.ifl behavior. Reaching out for socially approved goals 
under conditions that preclude their legitimate achievement may 
become a prelude to deviance. Conformity, taking cultural maia- 
^tes seriously, is thus a crucial step in the process by which 
deviance is generated. 

Finally, deviance ordinarily represents a search for solu- 
tions to problems of adjustment. As we noted above, deviance 
may be understood as an effort to resolve difficulties that some- 
times result from conformity. In this sense deviance is not 
purposeless, although it may be random and disorganized. It 
may not result in a successful solution (in fact, deviant solu- 
tions may even bring on additional and more serious problems 
of adjustment) , but action need not be rational in order to be 
purposeful. The person who gropes blindly for a way of re- 

6. A. K. Cohen, Delinquent Boys: The Culture of the Gang (Glen- 
coe, III.: Free Press, 1955), p. 137. 

7. See Herbert Bloch and Arthur Niederhoffer, The Gang: A Study 
in Adolescent Behavior (New York: Philosophical Library, 1958). 
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solving a problem of adjustment is engaging in purposeful action 
even if the solutions he reaches are senseless and self-defea^g. 

In summary, it is our contention that problems of adjust- 
ment are engendered by acts of social conformity performed 
under adverse circumstances. The result is a search for solu- 
tions which may or may not turn out to be nonconforming or 
delinquent. In Chapter 4, we shall point to a major problem 
of adjustment which, we believe, helps to explain why delin- 
quent subcultures arise among lower-class adolescent males in 
urban areas. 

There are, of course, a variety of problems of adjustment 
that might seem, at first glance, to have some relation to the ^ 
emergence of delinquent subcultures. In deciding which of , 
these problems best accounts for the phenomena we wish to 
explain, we have used the following criteria: (1) the distribu- ' 
tion of the problem in relation to the distribution of delinquent i 
subcultures; (2) the significance of the problem; and (3) its/ 
permanence. 

DISTRIBUTION 

If, as we have suggested, delinquent subcultures are con- 
centrated among lower-class male adolescents, then the prob- 
lem of adjustment that accounts for the emergence of these 
subcultures must also occur among lower-class male adoles- 
cents. This does not mean that there must be perfect correla- 
tion between the distribution of problems of adjustment and 
the distribution of delinquent subcultures. We have noted that 
the existence of a problem of adjustment never fully explains 
the resulting adaptation. One must, however, at least be able 
to show that where delinquent subcultures occur, the problem 
of adjustment also occurs. If a particular adjustment problem 
is distributed more widely than delinquent subcultures are, we 
then have the additional task of showing why solutions to this 
problem vary from, one part of the social structure to another. 
This may require that we identify certain intervening variables 
and show how they tend to channel adjustment difiBculties into 
one or another mode of adaptation. 
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SIGNIFICANCE 

Participation in a delinquent subculture ordinarily entails 
rather weighty personal and social costs. For an individual to 
shoulder these costs, he must be faced with a problem of ad- 
justment that threatens activities and investments which are 
significant in his psychological and social economy. It is not 
enough, therefore, to show that the delinquent individual ex- 
periences a given problem of adjustment; we must also show 
that the problem has great significance for him. 

PERMANENCE 

A problem of adjustment may be more crucial if it is rela- 
tively permanent rather than transitory, and if it is so perceived 
by the actor. If the problem can be resolved by enduring ad- 
verse circumstances for a short time, it is probably not so likely 
to result in a delinquent solution. On the other hand, a prob- 
lem to which there appears to be no legitimate solution may 
generate acute pressures for the emergence of a delinquent one. 


The Evolution of Delinquent ^ubcultinjes 

At this juncture, it might be appropriate to reiterat e a point 
that was made earlier: the_ pressures that lead to dev iant pat- 
terns do not necessarily determine the particul ar pattern pi 
deviance that results. A given problem of adjustment may 
result in any one of several solutions. In other words, we 
eannot predict the content of deviance simply from our knowl- 
edge of the problem of adjustment to which it is a response. 
In any situation, alternative responses are always possible. We 
must therefore explain each solution in its own right, identify- 
ing the new variables which arise to direct impulses toward 
deviance into one pattern rather than another and showing 
how these variables impinge upon actors in search of a solu- 
tion to a problem of adjustment. Failure to recognize the need 
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for this task is, as we have noted, a major weakness of many 
current theories of delinquency. All too often, a theory that 
explains the origin of a problem of adjustment is erroneously 
assumed to explain the resulting deviant adaptation as well.® 
Several questions must be considered in connection with 
the evolution of delinquent subcultures. Under what conditions 
are sentiments supporting the legitimacy of conventional norms 
withdrawn or qualified? Under what conditions do pressures 
toward deviance result in shared rather than solitary solutions? 
Finally, what are the conditions that result in the differentia- 
tion of collective solutions? 


I MPUTATIO NS OF LEGITIMACY 

As we noted in Chapter 1, this inquiry focuses upon 
aberrant behavior which is supported by norms that conflict 
with conventional norms. People may attribute legitimacy to 
rules which are in conflict with official norms — even when 
they regard the official norms as morally superior. For our pur- 
poses, then, a theory of “pressures leading to aberrant acts” is 
not sufficient; we must also identify the social conditions that 
lead to the attribution of legitimacy to officially proscribed 
norms. Thus the question of legitimacy occupies a place of 
cracial importance in this inquiry. It will be discussed in 
Chapter 5. 


INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE DEVIANCE 

The great bulk of delinquent behavior appears to occur 
in association rather than isolation from other like-minded 
persons. In the 1930’s Shaw found that of all male delinquents 

do not argue that there is no jelationship between problems 
the resulting deviant adaptation, but we contend jhat 
t h^e IS no ne^ssa ry~3eterministic relatipnshjp between tEeinTThe prob- 
SfiToiadjustmenl. may lumF the range of satl3act6fy"outcomes, but 
Which alternative will emerge remains p roblematical . As long as there 
are at least two conceivable deviant outcomes to a given problem of 

a justment, the problem of adjustment cannot be said to determine the 
outcome. 
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brought before the Juvenile Court of Cook County (Chicago) 
during a given period, only 19 per cent “always committed 
their offenses alone.”® No evidence that modifies this general 
finding has since been reported. It is clear, therefore, that we 
must inquire into the conditions under which pressures to- 
ward delinquency result in collective rather than individual 
responses. 

Most theories of delinquent behavior as a subcultural 
phenomenon deal with one of two questions: (1) why are 
certain individuals motivated to belong to a delinquent sub- 
culture? and (2) why do delinquent subcultures tend to per- 
sist? Neither of these questions accounts for the origins of 
subcultural patterns. This point has been made by Cohen: 

Now we come to a curious gap in delinquency theory. Note the 
part that the existence of the delinquent subculture plays in the 
cultural-transmission theories. It is treated as a datum, that is, as 
something which already exists in the environment of the child. The 
problem with which these theories are concerned is to explain how 
that subculture is taken over by the child. Now we may ask: Why 
is there such a subculture? Why is it “there” to be “taken over"? 
. . . Why does it arise?^® 

Our question, in short, refers to the development of collective 
patterns. Our theory must specify the conditions which result 
in subcultural rather than individualistic solutions to problems 
of adjustment. This problem will also be taken up in Chapter 5. 


TYPES OF DEVIANT SUBCULTURE 

Delinquency, we have said, tends to be largely a collective 
phenomenon. However, we cannot rest with simply determining 
when delinquency is likely to take a collective rather than an 
individual form, for not all delinquent subcultures are alike. As 
we noted in Chapter 1, there appear to be three more or less 
distinctive delinquent styles of life commonly found among 

9. C. R. Shaw, “Juvenile Delinquency— A Case History,” Bulletin 
of the State University of Iowa, No. 24, N. S. no. 701, 1933, pp. 1'3- 

10. Cohen, op. cit., p. 18. 
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Questions a Theory Must Answer 

lower-class boys. It is true that the criminal, the conflict, and 
the retreatist patterns are seldom found in “pure” form; a given 
delinquent subculture frequently exhibits elements drawn from 
all three orientations. However, it also appears to be true that, 
over time, one orientation tends to become somewhat more 
prominent than the others in a given group. The literature, in 
fact, contains descriptive accounts of subcultures that are vir- 
tually ' “pure” cases of one or another of these styles of hfe. 
Thus we are faced with a further question: How can we ac- 
count for the distinctive styles of life that characterize these 
various subcultures? 

It is our view that these subcultural patterns can be ex- 
plained only by combining several systems of variables. Some 
variables help us to explain why predispositions to deviate from 
accepted norms arise; other variables tell us why delinquent 
rather than other types of deviance are selected; and still other 
variables tell us why collective solutions of various kinds 
evolve. In previous theories, as we have noted, there has been 
a tendency to emphasize variables which explain one but not 
aU of these phases in the development of the dehnquent sub- 
culture, although it is often asserted that they explain the 
entire phenomenon. This has led to considerable confusion. 
What we must show is how different classes of variables, in 
combination, produce delinquent subcultures. Although we 
shall discuss these sets of variables separately, they comprise 
an integrated system of forces. 


Change and Persistence 
of Delinquent Subcultures 

The extent to which deviant adaptations exhibit stability raises 
two further sets of questions: (1) How can we account for the 
persistence of some forms of delinquent adaptation? (2) How 
can we account for changes in other forms of delinquent adap- 
tation? 
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THE PERSISTENCE OF DEVIANT ADAPTATIONS 

Delinquent subcultures, once formed, often develop a 
capacity to persist even when the forces that gave rise to them 
are no longer fully or directly operative. Thus a theory which 
accounts for the emergence of delinquent subcultures may not 
necessarily explain how these subcultures are maintained. 

The question of the persistence of delinquent subcultures 
is of especial interest because there appear to be variations in 
stability among the subcultural types. There is considerable 
evidence, for example, that criminal systems exhibit relatively 
great stability. One source of stability is the degree to which 
various age-levels of offender are linked. Adolescents who 
participate in such systems generally know and are associated 
with more mature and sophisticated young adult offenders; 
the latter, in turn, are often linked with persons who occupy 
permanent positions in the adult criminal occupational struc- 
ture. These bonds between age-levels, as we shall see in later 
chapters, have a stabilizing effect and contribute markedly to 
the persistence of adolescent criminal subcultures. The conflict 
subculture, on the other hand, does not appear to develop these 
age-graded bonds. Conflict orientations appear to be limited 
to adolescents. Once the adolescent reaches young adulthood, 
he tends to relinquish violent modes of behavior. There is no 
directly continuous adult counterpart of the adolescent conflict 
adaptation, and thus the conflict adaptation is eventually 
abandoned. In this sense, it is unstable. Differences between 
subcultures in the degree of integration of age-levels are but 
one source of relative stability. There are many others, some 
of which will be discussed in Chapter 8. 

If we are to develop an understanding of various de- 
linquent subcultures, we must identify and explain the social 
conditions that make for stability or instability in each. If 
differences in the integration of age-levels influence stability, 
for example, we must ask why some subcultures develop this 
form of integration while others do not. The same question, in 
turn, must be raised in considering each of the forces that im- 
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pinge upon delinquent subcultures: how do these forces con- 
tribute to the persistence of the various subcultural adaptations? 


CHANGE IN DELINQUENT ADAPTATIONS 

When we speak of subcultural instability, of the disinte- 
gration of delinquent adaptations, we are posing a question of 
social change. Certain delinquent adaptations change with such 
recurrent regularity as to suggest that highly patterned forces 
are at work. For example, sequences of delinquent adaptations 
may be observed as a result of the transition from adolescence 
to adulthood, which constitutes a major turning point in the 
lives of many delinquents. If we look at the criminal pattern we 
can identify a number of these sequences. There are some 
persons who, having participated in a criminal subculture dur- 
ing adolescence, move into stable criminal roles upon reaching 
adulthood. This is a sequence in which there is considerable 
continuity in role preparation and performance from one age- 
level to another. Other persons, however, shift to a law-abiding 
adjustment upon reaching adulthood. This is a sequence in- 
volving discontinuity between role preparation and perform- 
ance. Still others shift from a criminal adaptation during ado- 
lescence to some other form of deviance during adulthood — 
for example, to drug addiction or alcoholism. This is a sequence 
involving substitution of deviant roles. Each of these sequences 
may be observed in analyzing the careers of members of the 
criminal subculture, and similar role changes may be identified 
in the other two delinquent subcultures. Our theory must tell 
us not only why these patterned shifts or sequences occur but 
also what categories of persons will be most likely to follow a 
particular sequence. Here, then, is one type of problem of 
social change. 

Other significant problems of change pertain to alteration 
in the prevalence and distribution of delinquent subcultures — 
for example, the apparent increase in conflict adaptations dur- 
ing the past several decades. Assuming that violence in general 
has been on the increase, how can we account for this historical 
change? Changes in delinquent adaptations also seem to be 
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associated with stages of assimilation of immigrant groups. In 
the first stage, conflict adaptations abound; in later stages, 
criminal adaptations appear to be more prominent; finally, as 
assimilation is completed, violence again tends to break out 
among those residual adolescent males whose families have 
failed to rise from the old immigrant slum community. Our 
theory must help us to account for these and other forms of 
social change in delinquent subcultures. In tlie final pages of 
this book, we shall discuss hypotheses regarding some of these 
problems of social change. 

11. A sixth class of question might pertain to the social functions 
of deviant behavior. Any deviant adaptation may be examined from 
the standpoint of the functions it performs for the participants, for the 
larger society, and so forth. One function of crime, for example, is the 
redistribution of income. Throughout our analysis, many social func- 
tions of illegitimate patterns will be noted. We have not, however, 
taken up the matter of social functions systematically. In a “complete” 
exposition of deviance, attention would have to be given to this problem. 



CHATTER ty 


Some Current Theories of 
Delinquent Subcultures 


THEORY of the development of the delin- 
quent subculture must specify some problem of adjustment that 
is common to those who contribute to the formation of the 
group. As we have indicated, d elinquent subcultu res appear 
t o arise p rjncipall y among lower-c lass adol^ent n^es. Cur- 
rent sociological theories tend to single out one or another of 
these structural attributes — class, age, or sex — and treat it as 
the principal source of the adjustment problem shared by the 
innovates of delinquent subcultures. Some theorists say, for 
exampl^that delinquen t subcultures represent a response to a 
codes, one form of which is represented in 
the clash between Tdwef-'"ahd middle-class values. Middle- 
class standards of conduct are implicit in legal statutes; con- 
ormity to lower-class values therefore results automatically in 
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behavior defined unfavorably by official agents of criminal jus- 
tice'ilQt her t heori sts suggest that delinquent subcultures are a 
response to the acute stresses engendered during thelransition " 
ffdm adolescence to adulthood^Finally, there are theorists” 
who claim th at certain features of the nuclearfamily in Wesl-’ 
em society^^specially its tendency toward femal^centeied 
households — m ^ke it d ifficult for^ bov to develop a masculine^ 
id^tffication. He may compensate by engaging in “compul- ' 
siyely_ masculine” behavior, of which delinquent conduct is 
an exaggerated form. 

We should say at the outset that we are not inclined to 
accept these explanations of the pressures which give rise to de- 
linquent subcultures. Our own point of view will become evi- 
dent as we describe the problems that these theories leave 
unresolved, basing our critique on the five classes of question 
which we outlined in Chapter 2. The theoretical approaches 
we are about to examine have been advanced as complete 
explanations; none of them, however, actually provides an- 
swers to all five classes of question, 

(^ij) Masculine Identification 
and Delinquent Subcultures 

Sex differences are not just biological; they also reflect dif- 
ferences in social definitions of masculinity and femininity. 
Part of “growing up” entails learning the social roles pre- 
scribed for the members of each sex. Sometimes young people 
seeking to make an appropriate sex identification encounter 
serious obstacles; tendencies toward aberrant behavior may 
result. This problem of adjustment arises from efforts to con- 
form to cultural expectations under conditions in which con- 
formity is hampered or precluded. 

A number of observers have suggested that “ganging,” 
especially among adolescent males in our society, and par- 
ticularly “compulsive masculinity” may be understood as 
reactions to obstacles to masculine identification. Talcott Par- 
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sons, for example, asserts that certain features of the American 
kinship system and the relatively sharp segregation of kinship 
and occupational roles create barriers to masculine identifica- 
tion. Our kinship system tends to be female-centered. In the 
middle class, adult males feel compelled to invest great ener^ 
in their occupational roles. This reduces the amount of their 
involvement in kinship activities. Since the occupational tasks 
of the father are almost invariably performed outside the 
home, he is not readily available as a masculine model for his 
sons. In some sectors of the lower class, particularly among 
Negro families, female-centered households result from the 
great occupational instability and familial transience of adult 
males. The problem is intensified among all social classes by 
the fact that occupations are becoming highly specialized, 
complex, and es^ric. Since occupational activity is an im- 
portant component of the masculine role, boys have trouble 
forming a clear masculine self-image. 

Under such conditions, boys presumably gravitate to- 
ward the mother as the central object of identification. When 
they reach adolescence, and encounter especially strong cul- 
tural expectations that they behave as males, they experience 
the most acute strain. Engulfed by a feminine world and un- 
certain of their own identification, they tend to “protest” 
against femininity. This protest may take the form of robust 
and aggressive behavior, and even of malicious, irresponsible, 
and destructive acts. Such acts evoke maternal disapproval and 
thus come to stand for independence and masculinity to re- 
bellious adolescents. Th^ is the proces^s designated by such 
protest” or “c ompulsive masculinity”; 


Our kinship situation, it has been noted, throws children of both 
sexes overwhelmingly upon the mother as the emotionally signifi- 
cant adult. In such a situation, “identification” m the sense that the 
ult becomes a “role model” is the normal result. For a girl this 

sex"T2 because she belongs to the same 

ex as the mother, but because the functions of housewife and 

tiveW immediately before her eyes and are tangible and rcla- 

ifipnt r t opportunity for emotional maturing through positive 
.taMcatioa wuh aa adult model, a fact which seems to have much 
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to do with the well-known earlier maturity of girls. The boy, on the 
other hand, has a tendency to form a direct feminine identification, 
since his mother is the model most readily available and significant 
to him. But he is not destined to become an adult woman. More- 
over, he soon discovers that in certain vital respects women are 
considered inferior to men, that it would hence be shameful for 
him to grow up to be like a woman. Hence when boys emerge into 
what Freudians call the “latency period,” their behavior tends to 
be marked by a kind of “compulsive masculinity.” They refuse to 
have anything to do with girls. “Sissy” becomes the worst of insults. 
They get interested in athletics and physical prowess, in the things 
in which men have the most primitive and obvious advantage over 
women. Furthermore, they become allergic to all expression of ten- 
der emotion; they must be “tough.” This universal pattern bears 
all the earmarks of a “reaction formation.” It is so conspicuous, not 
because it is simply “masculine nature,” but because it is a defense 
against a feminine identification.^ 


INADEQUACIES OF THE THEORY 

Exponents of the theory that problems of masculinity 
generate delinquency have concentrated on the dynamics of 
the adjustment problem rather than on its relation to delin- 
quent conduct. As a result, their explanations fail to take 
explicit account of the five questions that we believe a theory 
of delinquent subcultures must answer. 

Definition — ^In the first place, this theory provides no 
clear definitions of the types of deviant behavior that are 
supposedly explained by problems of masculine identification. 
Parsons, for example, is concerned principally with the re- 
lations between aggressive behavior and various features of 
Western family and social organization. He does not claim 
explicitly that the problem of masculinity explains delinquency; 
he simply observes that female-centered family systems re- 
sult in “a strong tendency for boyish behavior to run in anti- 
social if not directly destructive directions, in striking contrast 
to that of pre-adolescent girls. Other theorists, principally 
Cohen and Miller, explicitly claim that problems of masculine 

1. Talcott Parsons, Essays in Sociological Theory, Rev. Ed. 
(Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1954), pp. 304-05. 

2. Ibid., p. 306. 
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identification can be a source of delinquent behavior. However, 
neither Cohen nor Miller defines the precise forms of dehn- 
quency to which problems of masculine identification lead. 
Cohen relates these problems to the emergence of_ malicious, 
non-utilitarian, negativistic, and hedonistic behavior” among 
middle-class boys whereas Miller relates them to tough,^ ag- 
gressive, and irresponsible acts among lower-class boys. Neither 
writer relates the problems simultaneously to delinquent and 
collective conduct. But it is not enough to suggest that prob- 
lems of masculine identification produce deviant acts; it must 
also be shown that they generate collective patterns that are 
normally cons true d by officials as transgressions of legal 
prohibitions. 

Distribution — ^The relative diffuseness of the behavior 
which the masculine-identity crisis is said to explain makes it 
difficult to use this crisis as a basis for describing the distribu- 
tion of delinquency. An emphasis upon toughness, aggressive- 
ness, and hedonism may or may not result in delinquent acts 
or norms. Toughness may be displayed in many ways that are 
not subject to legal sanctions; the same may be said of ag- 
gressiveness and hedonism. Thus a description of the distribu- 
tion of values stressing toughness would not necessarily provide 
a description of the distribution of delinquent acts or norms. 
Proponents of the masculine-identity-crisis theory have not 
as yet been able to show a correspondence between the dis- 
tribution of values emphasizing masculinity and the distribution 
of norms prescribing delinquent acts. Indeed, there is consid- 
erable doubt as to the distribution of the masculine-identity 
crisis itself, as we shall presently see. 

The Problem of Adjustment — -Difficulties arise in defining 
masculine identification as the problem of adjustment under- 
lying the development of delinquent subcultures when we 
apply our three criteria of relevance— distribution, significance, 
and permanence. As we have noted, there is no firm agreement 
among theorists as to where in the social structure this prob- 
lem occurs most frequently or in most acute form. Theorists 
even differ concerning the distribution of the female-centered 
amily, which, it is claimed, gives rise to the masculinity crisis. 
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Parsons apparently feels that it can be found at both middle- 
and lower-class levels. There is, he claims, “a strong tendency 
to instability of marriage and a ‘mother-centered’ type of family 
structure . . . both in Negro and white population elements 
[of the lower class]. He also notes the existence of a “subur- 
ban matriarchy”: “In certain suburban areas, especially with 
an upper-middle-class population, the husband and father is 
out of the home a very large proportion of the time. He tends 
to leave by far the greater part of responsibility for children 
to his wife.”^ Other theorists, however, regard the female- 
centered household as a more prominent feature of one class 
than of the other. Cohen, for example, says: 

It should be emphasized that Parsons advances this view as an ex- 
planation of delinquency in general; however, it seems to us that 
the circumstances to which he attributes delinquency are most 
marked in the middle class.'* 

Miller, on the other hand, asserts: 

The genesis of the intense concern over “toughness” in lower-class 
culture is probably related to the fact that a significant proportion 
of lower-class males are reared in a predominantly female house- 
hold and lack a consistently present male figure with whom to 
identify and from whom to learn essential components of a “male” 
role. Since women serve as a primary object of identification during 
the pre-adolescent years, the almost obsessive lower-class concern 
with “masculinity” probably resembles a type of c ompulsive reac- 
tion-fo rmatio n.** 

The distribution of female-centered households is, of course, 
important to establish. If such households are equally prevalent 
in the middle and lower classes, then the theorist is confronted 
with the problem of explaining why delinquent subcultures 
arise in one stratum but not in the other. 

3. /did., p. 185. 

4. /Aid., p. 13. 

5. A. K. Cohen, Delinquent Boys: The Culture of the Gang (Glen- 
coe, III.: Free Press, 1955), p. 162. 

6. VV. B. Miller, “Lower Class Culture as a Generating Milieu of 
Gang Delinquency,” Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 14, No. 3 (1958), 
p. 9. 
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Evidence is lacking as to the significance and the perma- 
nence of problems of masculinity. Plausible arguments may 
be advanced to support or reject the proposition that this 
problem intimately engages the major concerns of adolescents 
and strikes them as a permanent threat to the achievement of 
long-range personal goals. 

The Evolution of Subcultural Solutions — ^The formation 
of a delinquent subculture, as we have pointed out, involves 
the emergence of delinquent norms. Disaffected persons par- 
tially withdraw sentiments supporting the legitimacy of official 
norms and draw together in a new group. There is little doubt 
that barriers to masculine identification may produce a tend- 
ency for adolescent males to assert their fundamental male- 
ness by engaging in aggressive deviant conduct. But there is an 
important difference betw een jd eviant acts and delinquent acts. 
Furthermore, tire masculine-crisis theory fails to explain why 
delinquent norms are a logical outcome of barriers to masculine 
identification. 

Failure to specify the relation between problems of mas- 
culine identification and the emergence of delinquent norms 
leads to a further theoretical difficulty: it makes it impossible 
to identify the conditions that result in the differentiation of 
delinquent subcultures. Delinquent subcultures, as we have 
said, vary in significant respects. Nothing in the masculinity- 
crisis theory helps us to specify the intervening variables that 
determine the outcome of generalized pressures resulting from 
this problem of adjustment. 

Persistence and Change — No effort has been made to 
show the relevance of problems of masculine identification to 
the persistence or change of different types of delinquent sub- 
culture. If the theory is valid, changes in delinquent patterns 
would be related to changes in problems of masculine identi- 
fication. If delinquency rates are increasing, the theorist would 
have to show that boys are experiencing greater difficulty de- 
veloping a sense of masculinity; if the rates are decreasing, 
he would have to show that problems of masculine identity are 
diminishing. Data in confirmation of these hypothesized rela- 
tionships are not available. 
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In summary, we are inclined to think that the masculine- 
identity theory, although it explains “compulsive masculinity,” 
is not an adequate explanation of the formation of delinquent 
norms. It may be that problems of masculine identification 
have a reinforcing effect on other motivations leading to the 
development of delinquent subcultures or play a part in moti- 
vating individuals to become actively involved in established 
delinquent subcultures. However, we do not feel that these 
problems are central to an explanation of the origins or differ- 
entiation of delinquent subcultures among lower-class male 
adolescents. 


Adolescence and Delinquent Subcultures 

The transition from adolescence to adulthood poses many 
problems of adjustment for boys in our society. Attempts to 
explain delinquency as a product of these difficulties have 
usually been based on three related propositions: (1) any 
major change in status constitutes a crisis in the life of the 
individual; (2) the severity of the crisis depends on the avail- 
ability of socially institutionalized means to facilitate the 
change; (3) aberrant behavior may result from this crisis. 

Passage from childhood to adulthood is generally regarded 
as one of the most prominent instances of status transition in 
human society. Although the achievement of adulthood is a 
stressful period in most societies, it is generally acknowledged 
to be especially difficult in Western societies because of the 
extreme complexity of the occupational structure. A young 
man usually cannot take over an adult occupation simply be- 
cause he wants to do so or because his father wishes him to 
be his successor. Our occupational system is technical and 
specialized; the successful pursuit of many occupational roles 
requires years of formal training and preparation. Furthermore, 
until young males acquire the values, knowledge, and skills 
that are prerequisite to adult occupational activities, they 
ordinarily must forego other adult roles. Since they usually 
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cannot support a wife and children during this period, they are 
forced to postpone participation in the roles of husband and 
father despite their biological and emotional readiness to dis- 
charge these roles. Thus male adolescents are cut off from 
adult roles and relegate'd tbXpirolon'^^rei^tuto^ m" 
whidTtheylir^^lrager cffild’r^ but are not yet adults. 

Although tKe“adblesceht‘frbarred from immediate access 
to adult roles, every effort is made to ensure that he does not 
relinquish his aspirations for eventual adult status. Even though 
he is formally deprived of the major rewards of adult status — 
money, personal autonomy, sexual relations, and the like — ^he 
is at the same time imbued with the belief that these are re- 
wards worth having. He is thus led to orient himself toward 
ends which are not immediately available to him by socially 
approved means. Despite his aspirations and his physical and 
e motional readiness, he is fo rced to remain in a state of social, 
economic, and legal dependency. 

The ..frustrations that „buM. up^ under _th ese conditions 
e xert constan t pressure for deviant behavior. A common"' re- 
action is the boisterous ganging tendency of male adolescWs, 
voicing their protests against the adult world in aU manner of 
aberrant acts. Among his compeers, the adolescent can play 
semi-adult roles free from the disapproving and depriving at- 
titudes of the adult world. Here he can “act the adult” — even 
if the resulting behavior is awkward and exaggerated, recog- 
nized as adult only by his contemporaries. 

One of the most detailed expositions of this adjustment 
problem as a source of delinquent subcultures can be found 
in The Gang: A Study in Adolescent Behavior, by Bloch and 
Niederhoffer, They summarize their position as follows: 

The adolescent period in all cultures, visualized as a phase of striv- 
ing for the attainment of adult status, produces experiences which 
are much the same for all youths, and certain common dynamisms 
for expressing reaction to such subjectively held experiences. The 
intensity of the adolescent experience and the vehemence of ex- 
ternal expression depend on a variety of factors, including the gen- 
eral societal attitudes towards adolescence, the duration of the ado- 
lescent period itself, and the degree to which the society tends to 
tacihtate entrance into adulthood by virtue of institutionalized pat- 
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terns, ceremonials, rites, and rituals, and socially supported emo- 
tional and intellectual preparation. When a society does not make 
adequate preparation, formal or otherwise, for the induction of its 
adolescents to the adult status, equivalent forms of behavior arise 
spontaneously among adolescents themselves, reinforced by their 
own group structure, which seemingly provides the same psycho- 
logical content and function as the more formalized rituals found 
in other societies. This the gang structure appears to do in Ameri- 
can society, apparently satisfying deep-seated needs experienced by 
adolescents in all cultures. Such, very briefly, is our hypothesis.'^ 


INADEQUACIES OF THE THEORY 

Definition — Like the masculine-identification theory, the 
theory that conflict in the transition to adulthood is the source 
of delinquent subcultures fails to identify clearly the pattern of 
deviant behavior to be explained. Bloch and Niederhoffer con- 
sistently equate “adolescent gangs” with “delinquent gangs.” 
It is true that most delinquent gangs are composed of adoles- 
cents, but one can hardly say tliat all adolescent groups are 
composed of delinquents. Nevertheless, Bloch and Nieder- 
hoffer do not distinguish between adolescent groups whose 
behavior is within the limits of conventional tolerance and 
delinquent groups as such. 

Distribution — Failure to delimit the object of inquiry in- 
evitably confounds the task of describing its distribution in 
the social structure. This is clearly apparent in the somewhat 
ambiguous assertions by Bloch and Niederhoffer regarding 
the distribution of delinquency. At the outset, they argue that 
delinquency is rather widely diffused throughout the social 
structure and, furthermore, that it is extremely difficult to 
distinguish middle-class from lower-class delinquency. 

It became extremely difficult upon occasion to draw a clear line of 
distinction between . . . lower- and middle-class groups. If, for 
example, conflict or hostility to the out-group is one of the criteria 
of gang behavior, middle-class groups are certainly not exempt from 
such characterization. ... As far as the commission of delinquent 

7. Herbert Bloch and Arthur NiederhofTer. The Gang: A Study 
in Adolescent Behavior (Nev/ York: Philosophical Library, 1958), p. 
17. 
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acts is concerned, middle-class adolescents, singly or in groups, par- 
ticipate in a variety of delinquent episodes, including such illegal 
activities as auto theft, operating a motor vehicle without a license, 
disorderly conduct. ... In respect to the type of organization struc- 
ture, there is little to distinguish, in one sense, between middle- and 
lower-class adolescent groups. Although middle-class groups of 
teen-agers are not as apt to have the formal, almost ^military struc- 
ture characteristic of certain lower-class “war gangs” . . . they do 
have similar and well-defined informal patterns of leadership and 
control.® 

Despite these apparent class similarities, Bloch and Nied- 
erhoffer appear to agree with the majority of observers that 
the problem of delinquency is more serious in the lower class. 
They base their belief on the observation that delinquent acts 
in the lower class tend to develop strong subcultural supports. 

. . . [I]n recognizing the group nature of delinquent acts, it is signifi.- 
cant to note that the lower-class youth, exposed to powerful insti- 
gating forces of his own milieu and subcultural setting, does tend 
to develop a unique delinquent subculture of his own. . . . Differ- 
ences in the qualitative nature of delinquency, as well as the char- 
acter of the psychological and sociological reinforcement of the 
delinquent act, would appear to follow as a result of . . . class and 
cultural differences. In this sense, therefore, viz. that delinquent acts 
in a lower-class setting receive strong sanctioned support and ap- 
proval, [the] view that the locus of much delinquency is in the 
lower-class gang may not be seriously disputed.® 

The assertion that lower-class delinquency receives 
“strong sanctioned support and approval” identifies a difference 
that goes to the heart of the problem of defining and locating 
delinquent subcultures. Indeed, it is principally this difference 
that permits us to say, with Bloch and Niederhoffer, that the 
most serious delinquency problem exists in the lower class. 
Whether or not delinquent norms are part of the structure of 
the group is, it seems to us, a crucial criterion in distinguishing 
between delinquent and nondelinquent subcultures. If members 
of a group have not qualified or partially withdrawn their sup- 
port of the legitimacy of conventional norms, then we would 
not call the group a delinquent subculture. 


8. Ibid., pp. 7-9. 

9. Ibid., p. 15. 
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Having alluded to this crucial distinction, however, Bloch 
and Niederhoffer do not then incorporate it in their analysis of 
delinquent behavior. Rather than focus upon the forces which 
transform adolescent groups into specifically delinquent gangs, 
they attempt to account for the features that are common to 
all adolescent groups, delinquent and otherwise: 

From the foregoing discussion, it would appear that many of the 
. . . features which distinguish the [lower-class] gang from middle- 
class cliques are primarily a matter of degree. Actually, what we 
are concerned with here are the general characteristics of the ado- 
lescent group process itself. May we assume that there are certain 
common features of this grouping process which appear to function 
irrespective of class, ethnic, and cultural level? Examination of the 
evidence of group behavior, characteristic of adolescents not only 
on different class levels within the same culture but even within 
widely divergent cultures, would seem to suggest that adolescence 
produces certain remarkable similarities in the group behavior of 
the young person striving for adulthood.^® 

Our objection to statements of this kind is based not on the as- 
sertion that “adolescence produces certain remarkable similari- 
ties,” whatever the individual’s society or position within a 
given society, but on the implication of this assertion, that 
delinquency, being a manifestation of adolescence, is also more 
or less the same wherever it arises. Indeed, Bloch and Nieder- 
hoffer also have difficulty with this point, for, as we noted, 
they seem to agree that lower-class delinquency is different 
from delinquency elsewhere in the social structure principally 
because it is rooted in subcultural norms. Their failure to de- 
fine the object of inquiry thus leads to considerable confusion 
regarding its distribution. 

The Problem of Adjustment — ^According to Bloch and 
Niederhoffer, adolescent cultures arise because the young en- 
counter barriers in access to adult status. This status crisis 
is a significant one which produces a great deal of discontent 
and frustration. It appears to result in marked tendencies to- 
ward ganging and unruly behavior, particularly among males. 


10. Ibid., p. 10. 
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The adolescent culture is one "of negation in which the posi- 
tive values of the prevailing culture are distorted arid inverted 
for uses best suited to a philosophy of youthful dissidence and 
protest.”^^ Probably few people would question this general 
explanation of turbulence during adolescence. It is, however, 
a rather long step from “youthful dissidence and protest” to 
systematic, recurrent thievery, organized street warfare, and 
habitual drug use. Treating “youthful dissidence” and these 
other phenomena as if they were similar is rather hke lumping 
the social drinker and the chronic alcoholic under the same 
. rubric. The theory of adolescent protest may help to explain the 
emergence of “youth culture,” but it does not explain the con- 
ditions under which delinquent subcultures develop. 

The experience of frustration in adolescent strivings to- 
ward adulthood seems to be so widespread in our society that 
it is hard to decide where it is most frequent and acute. In the 
absence of definitive data to show that this adjustment prob- 
lem is concentrated among lower-class males in large cities, 
plausible arguments can be advanced for either a middle- or 
a lower-class concentration. For example, one might argue 
that the middle-class adolescent experiences more conflict be- 
cause he generally has to delay much longer than the lower- 
class boy before assuming adult roles. His expected occupa- 
tional roles as an adult generally require much longer periods 
of preparatory training. The lower-class boy is permitted to 
participate in adult roles and rewards much closer to the time 
when he is physically and emotionally ready to do so. On 
the other hand, it might be argued that the lower-class boy 
feels more frustrated because he has not been trained to delay 
gratification as has the middle-class boy, who has been led to 
anticipate a prolonged period of training as essential and en- 
couraged to accept intermediate substitutes for eventual adult 
rewards. 

The problem of the transition to adulthood is obviously 
not a permanent one. Although the adolescent crisis is acute. 


11. Ibid., p. 13. 
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adult status is bound to come in time. Given the temporary 
quality of this problem of adjustment, current theories of ado- 
lescent frustration as explanations of delinquent subculture do 
not seem convincing to us. 

The Evolution of Subcultural Solutions — ^How does the 
theory of adolescent status crisis account for the origin of 
delinquent norms? The “adolescent protest,” like the “mascu- 
line protest,” may lead to delinquent acts — assaults, vandalism, 
and the like — ^in many adolescent groups, but these acts may 
or may not be supported by specifically delinquent norms. In 
our opinion, most adolescents who engage in such acts ac- 
knowledge the legitimacy of the conventional norms from which 
their behavior departs. Most adolescent groups in which de- 
linquent acts occur, therefore, cannot properly be called de- 
linquent subcultures. Thus the adolescent status-crisis theory 
does not provide an answer to the critical question of how de- 
linquent norms originate. 

Indeed, Bloch and Niederhoffer themselves do not seem 
wholly certain that the problem of adolescent status transition 
is the chief source of lower-class delinquent norms, for they 
introduce a further problem of adjustment experienced by 
lower-class youth — namely, discontent arising from a marked 
discrepancy between aspirations and opportunities for upward 
social mobility. 

The lower-class boy . . . absorbs dominant middle-class values which 
set goals for him, but sees on every hand that he is unable to pursue 
these ends. To many a lower-class boy, the socially approved ob- 
jectives for desired manhood are so far-fetched, so unattainable, 
that they constitute a sort of chimera, a never-never land about 
which he can dream but actually not hope to achieve. The patterns 
of living of his father and other adult male figures in his environ- 
ment appear to offer testimony as to the futility of achieving the 
goals which the popular cult of American success so stridently 
affirms in the classroom, the movies, TV, and other popular chan- 
nels of mass enlightenment. What models are offered in the lives 
of parents and others in his environment, who are closely bound 
to a limited and constricted routine of seemingly unrewarded toil, 
appear uninspired and, for many youths, hardly worth the effort. 
Recognizing the limitations on his strivings, the values of the 
working-class youth may be an actual negation of the very things 
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which the calculated prudence of the middle class hopes to foster 
among its own young.^^ 

Where previously these authors stressed barriers to adult 
status, they now point to barriers to middle-class adult status. 
The problem of the lower-class adolescent, they say, is not 
simply one of becoming a lower-class adult. Rather, it is a 
problem of leaving his class of origin and becoming affiliated 
with a class higher in the social structure. Pressures toward 
deviance arise because legitimate routes to success-goals are 
limited or closed to lower-class youth. As a result, frustrated 
adolescents may seek higher status by alternative, though il- 
legal, paths. In their analysis of a lower-class gang known as 
the Pirates, for example, Bloch and Niederhoffer note that 
the members engaged in “glorification of racketeers.” Antici- 
pating lack of access to middle-class status, these lower-class 
boys apparently withdrew sentiments supporting the legitimacy 
of conventional norms, for they developed “contempt for the 
doctrine that hard work leads to success and happiness. The 
gang stopped reading Horatio Alger long ago. The squalor 
of the lower-class worker’s life compared to the glamour of the 
racketeer leaves no choice. The big man, the big shot, is the 
realistic ideal from which to shape life.”^^ Rejecting the goal 
of conventional lower-class adult status but cut off from mid- 
dle-class adult status, potential delinquents orient themselves 
toward an illegitimate opportunity structure — the rackets. 

It appears, then, that Bloch and Niederhoffer, while ex- 
plicitly suggesting that delinquent subcultures arise from ado- 
lescent strivings toward immediate adult gratifications, have 
in fact advanced a theory based on the discrepancy between 
aspirations for culturally defined success-goals and the realistic 
possibilities of achieving those goals by legitimate means. It 
is the latter problem of adjustment that they use to account 
for the withdrawal of sentiments supporting official norms. This 
analysis may be presented graphically as shown in Table 1. 

A test of the explicit Bloch-Neiderhoffer hypothesis would 
require a comparison of the propensities toward delinquency 

12. Ibid., p. 109. Emphasis added. . 

13. Ibid., p. 170. 
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exhibited by persons in categories (a) and (c) — that is, by 
lower-class youth who wish to become lower-class adults and 
by middle-class youth who wish to become middle-class adults. 
K such a comparison showed that lower-class youth experience 
greater stress, it might then be said that the distribution of the 
adolescent crisis parallels the class distribution of delinquent 
subcultures. Unfortunately, Bloch and Niederhoffer do not 
provide the necessary data for such a comparison, nor do we 
find supporting data elsewhere in the literature on adoles- 
cence. But whatever wc may eventually discover with respect 
to this comparison, it remains true that the Bloch and Nieder- 
hoffer account does not rest exclusively on the hypothesis that 
adolescent role strains are responsible for delinquency. In- 
stead they imply that the dual problem of achieving adult 
status and middle-class status — i.e., category (b) — is the ad- 
justment dilemma to which delinquent subcultures in the lower 
class are a response, 'y ■ ^ 3> 

Table 1 ^ 

Relation of Class of Orientation to Class of Origin 



Class of Orientation 


Same 

Higher 

1 

lower 1 

Class of I 

1 

(oj I 

j (b) 

Origin 


1 

5 6 “ 1 


1 (d) 

1 


When we consider the adolescent-crisis tlieoiy as a basis 
for identifying the conditions accounting for the emergence 
of the three types of subculture among lower-class youth, 
statements found in the literature prove somewhat confusing. 
Bloch and Niederhoffer assert that most lower-class delin- 
quency is rational, disciplined, and utilitarian; 

The present authors’ investigations of literally hundreds of juvenile 
crimes, including burglaries and robberies, expose the overwhelm- 
ing number committed by lower-class gangs. Inevitably, money or 
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valuable property was taken. If the scene of the crime Was ran- 
sacked, it was because the perpetrators turned the place over in 
their search for the hiding place of the money. It is true that often 
other articles in addition to the money were taken. But these, too, 
were apt to be useful to the gang in some way. . . . Rarely was 
there evidence to corroborate the non-utilitarian motives which 
Cohen ascribes to lower-class crime. Perhaps with boys younger 
than twelve, this may be true, reflecting their immaturity and lack 
of social intelligence rather than class membership.^^ 

They do not, of course, deny the existence of the conflict and 
retreatist forms of delinquent subculture; they simply assert 
the primacy of the criminal pattern. (They do, however, note 
historical changes in the rates of each pattern, suggesting that 
the conflict pattern is tending to become ascendent.) 

This emphasis on utilitarian delinquency does not seem 
to be consistent with their theoretical analysis. It is not clear 
why the frustrations of adolescence should yield disciplined, 
utilitarian behavior. In fact, one might expect the reverse: that 
negativistic, aggressive, destructive — i.e., “conflict” — behavior 
would result from the stresses of adolescence. As a matter of 
fact, this is precisely what the cross-cultural comparisons pre- 
sented by Bloch and Niederhoffer show, as witness the follow- 
ing examples: 

Manus: In the study of the Manus people, it has been demonstrated 
that rites are inadequate in preparing adolescents in that society 
for the abrupt transition from a happy childhood to the anxiety- 
ridden life they lead as adults. This should be fertile territory for 
the growth of gangs. Here again we find evidence of the formation 
of groups of dissident and roistering adolescent males . . . "the 
terror of their own village girls, the scourge of neighboring vil- 
lages.” 

Comanche: There were deviant individuals who by their depreda- 
tions and reckless courage earned the sobriquet of “the contrary 
ones.” Both Herbert Bloch and Abraham Kardiner point out that 
while such gangs or individuals represent a definite threat to the 
peace and harmony of the community, they are tolerated because 
this same reckless behavior is demanded of the “contrary ones” 
in war. In this, non-conforming “delinquent” activity, whether 
gang or individual, is channeled into constructive paths.^® 

14. Ibid., p. 178. 

15. Ibid., pp. 134-35. Emphasis added. 



64 


Their illustrations of delinquency from the American scene, by 
contrast, stress utilitarian behavior: “In gangs dedicated to 
burglaries, robberies and larcenies, there are careful prepara- 
tions involving ‘casing the job,’ practicing rehearsals, coordin- 
ation of efforts according to a master plan. Long hours are 
spent acquiring mechanical and electrical skills, checking the 
patrol habits of the policeman on the post. Surely this is not 
short-run hedonism!”^® With this last statement we must 
agree. But how, then, are we to reconcile these accounts of 
utilitarian behavior among many lower-class gangs with the 
unruly behavior of the Manus and Comanche adolescents, or 
with accounts of urban “fighting gangs”? 

Persistence and Change — ^Bloch and Niederhofifer present 
a discussion of the “rising trend of modem delinquency.” How- 
ever, instead of using their theory of the adolescent crisis to 
account for this development, they invoke psychological ex- 
planations; “Considerable recent evidence suggests rather 
strongly that the rising trend of modern delinquency is char- 
acterized by pathological states of minds. The frequency of 
psychopathies and emotional disturbances among young of- 
fenders may be reaching significant proportions.”^^ Whatever 
the merits of this explanation, it seems unrelated to the general 
theory that delinquent subcultures — and changes in them — 
result from the status deprivations of adolescence. 

Logically, proponents of the adolescent-crisis theory of 
delinquency must account for changes in delinquency rates on 
the basis of changes in the relationship of adolescent and 
adult roles. If delinquency rates are increasing, has there been 
a corresponding increase in the difficulties associated with the 
transition from adolescence to adulthood? Unfortunately, 
Bloch and Niederhoffer do not pursue this line of inquiry, nor 
have relevant data been reported elsewhere in the literature on 
adolescence. 

16. Ibid., p. 180. 

17. Ibid., p. 148. 
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Some Current Theories of Delinquent Subcultures 


Lower-class Culture 
and Delinquent Subcultures 

Americ\n criminologists have frequently attributed the 
emergence of delinquent and criminal subcultures to value 
conflicts. Briefly, this point of view asserts that societies often 
contain several value systems which vary in their relative 
dominance so that conformity with a subordinate value sys- 
tem evokes sanctions from the agents of the dominant value 
system. One variant of the traditional “value conflict” or 
“culture conflict” theory has recently been advanced by Walter 
B. Miller. Unfortunately, Miller has not concerned himself 
with many of the theoretical issues raised by former propon- 
ents and critics of this tradition, so that many unresolved 
problems remain in his work. 

Miller’s thesis may be reduced to three main propositions: 
(1) The lower class is characterized by distinctive values. (2) 
These vary markedly from the middle-class values which under- 
gird the legal code. (3) The result is that conformity with 
certain lower-class values may automatically result in violation 
of the law. As Miller puts it, “Engaging in certain cultural prac- 
tices which comprise essential elements of the total life pattern 
of lower-class culture automatically violates certain legal 
norms. Examples of this may be seen in the use of profanity, 
in han^ng around or loitering, and in the serial-mating pat- 
tern characteristic of many homes.” In other words, the lower- 
class way of life as such is intrinsically law-violating; it runs 
counter to the definitions of conformity that prevail in other 
sectors of the society.^® This view is clearly implied in Miller’s 
statement: “Many school [personnel] tend to see the future 
lives of [lower-class youth] in terms of only two major alterna- 
tives — an essentially lower-class or an essentially middle-class 

18. See Miller’s remarks in W. C. Kvaraceus and W. B. Miller, 
Delinquent Behavior: Culture and the Individual (Washington, D. C.: 
National Education Association, 1959), pp. 68-69. 



way of life. A third alternative — and one which is far more 
feasible in a large proportion of cases — is to train and pre- 
pare the youngsters for a law-abiding lower-class way of 
life/’^^ The task of the school in this perspective is to help 
youngsters to overcome the general propensities toward law- 
violating behavior which are a “normal” consequence of sociali- 
zation in the lower class. 

The “focal concerns,” values, or preoccupations which 
characterize the lower class and which predispose its members 
to law-violating behavior are defined by Miller as follows: 

Trouble: Concern over “trouble” is a dominant feature of lower- 
class culture, . . . “Trouble” in one of its aspects represents a 
situation or a kind of behavior which results in unwelcome or 
complicating involvement with official authorities or agencies of 
middle-class society. . . . For men, “trouble” frequently involves 
fighting or sexual adventures while drinking; for women, sexual 
involvement with disadvantageous consequences. Expressed desire 
to avoid behavior which violates moral or legal norms is often 
based less on an explicit commitment to “official” moral or legal 
standards than on a desire to avoid “getting into trouble,” e.g., 
the complicating consequences of the action. 

Toughness; The concept of “toughness” in lower-class culture rep- 
resents a compound combination of qualities or states. Among its 
most important components are physical prowess, evidenced both 
by demonstrated possession of strength and endurance and athletic 
skill; “masculinity,” symbolized by a complex of acts and avoid- 
ance (bodily tattooing, absence of sentimentality; non-concern with 
“art,” “literature”; conceptualization of women as conquest ob- 
jects, etc.); and bravery in the face of physical threat. The model 
for the “tough guy” — hard, fearless, undemonstrative, skilled in 
physical combat — is represented by the movie gangster of the 
thirties, the “private eye,” and the movie cowboy. 

Smartness: “Smartness” . . , involves the' capacity to outsmart, 
outfox, outwit, dupe, “take,” “con” another or others, and the 
concomitant capacity to avoid being outwitted, “taken,” or duped 
oneself. In its essence, smartness involves the capacity to achieve 
a valued entity — ^material goods, personal status — through a maxi- 
mum use of mental agility and a minimum of physical effort. 

Excitement: For many lower-class individuals the rhythm of life 
fluctuates between periods of relatively routine or repetitive ac- 


19. Ibid., pp. 74-75. 
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tivity and sought situations of great emotional stimulation. Many 
of the most characteristic features of lower-class life are related 
to the search for excitement or “thrill.” Involved here are the wide- 
spread use of gambling of all kinds. . . . The quest for excitement 
finds ... its most vivid expression in the . . . recurrent “night on 
the town” ... a patterned set of activities in which alcohol, musi c, 
and seioiaLadventtlfihg are major components. -■ 

Fate: Related to the quest for excitement is the concern with fate, 
fortune, or luck. Here also a distinction is made between two 
states— -being “lucky” or “in luck,” and being unlucky or jinxed. 
Many lower-class persons feel that their lives are subject to a set 
of forces over which they have relatively little control. These are 
not equated directly with the supernatural forces of formally or- 
ganized religion, but relate more to a concept of “destiny” or man 
as a pawn of magical powers. . . . This often implicit world view is 
associated with a conception of the ultimate futility of directed 
effort toward a goal. . . . 

Autonomy; The extent and nature of control over the behavior of 
the individual — an important concern in most cultures — has a 
special significance and is distinctively patterned in lower-class 
culture. ... On the overt level there is a strong and frequently 
expressed resentment of the idea of external controls, restrictions 
on behavior, and unjust or coercive authority. . . . Actual patterns 
of behavior, however, reveal a marked discrepancy between ex- 
pressed sentiment and what is covertly valued. Many lower-class 
people appear to seek out highly restrictive social environments 
wherein stringent external controls are maintained over their be- 
havior. . . . Lower-class patients in mental hospitals will exercise 
considerable ingenuity to insure continued commitment while voic- 
ing the desire to get out; delinquent boys will frequently “run” from 
a correctional institution to activate efforts to return them; to be 
caught and returned means that one is cared for.^® 


Proponents of culture-conflict theories have differed in 
their views regarding the relation of such conflict to delinquency. 
For example, Wirth says that culture conflict is relevant to de- 
linquency only when two conflicting value systems are simul- 
taneously internalized; this produces feeling of anxiety and in- 
security which may result in delinquent behavior,^^ Miller, 
however, se ems to view delinquency among lower-class youth 


20. Miller, op. cit., pp. 8-13. 

21. Louis Wirth, “Culture Conflict and Misconduct” 
Vol. 9 (June 1931), pp. 484-92. 
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as the outcome of an external clash of cultural codes. He 
asserts that delinquents have internalized only the distinctive 
code of the lower class but that the power structure of the so- 
ciety enforces the middle-class code. Their efforts to conform 
to their own values thus bring them into conflict with the agents 
of middle-class norms, with the result that lower-class young- 
sters are defined as delinquent. This point of view is strongly 
reminiscent of Sellin’s classic discussion of “external culturd 
conflict”: 

A few years ago, a Sicilian father in New Jersey killed the sixteen- 
year-old seducer of his daughter, expressing surprise at his arrest 
since he had merely defended his family honor in a traditional 
way. In this case a mental conflict in the sociological sense did not 
exist. The conflict was external and occurred between cultural 
codes or norms. We may assume that where such conflicts occur, 
violations or norms of one cultural group or area migrate to an-- 
other and that such conflict will continue so long as the accultura- 
tion process has not been completed.22 

Although it seems unlikely that there are many lower-class 
persons today so completely unacculturated to the “core” values 
of American society as this Sicilian father, Miller nevertheless 
adheres closely to the position implied by this incident with 
respect to certain lower-class values: 

A large body of systematically interrelated attitudes, practices, 
behaviors, and values characteristic of lower-class culture are de- 
signed to support and maintain the basic features of the lower- 
class way of life. In areas where these differ from features of 
middle-class culture, action oriented to the achievement and main- 
tenance of the lower-class system may violate norms of the middle 
class and be perceived as deliberately non-conforming or malicious 
by an observer strongly cathected to middle-class norms. This does 
not mean, however, that violation of the middle-class, norift is the 
dominant component of motivation; it is a byproduct of action pri- 
marily oriented to the lower-class system.^ 

Yet the lower class is now composed principally of per- 
sons who are at least one generation removed from foreign- 

22. Thorsten Sellin, Culture Conflict and Crime (New York: So- 
cial Science Research Council, 1938), p. 68. 

23. Miller, op. cit., p. 19. 
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bom ancestors. These people, in common with middle-class 
persons, have been exposed to the cultural impact of universal 
public education and the mass media of our society. Although 
middle- and lower-class value systems are not identical, they 
are nevertheless parts of the same society and thus have much 
in common. This is a point to which we will return later in this 
discussion, for it bears directly on the adequacy of the theory 
of culture conflict. 

INADEQUACIES OF THE THEORY 

Definition — ^The culture-conflict theory, like the adolescent- 
status and masculine-identity theories, is an attempt to ex- 
plain all types of delinquent act, whether or not these acts are 
supported by subcultural norms. Thus there is a tendency to 
classify as delinquent any group in which delinquent acts occur. 
Miller defines delinquency as “behavior by nonadults ■which''^ 
violates specific legal norms or the norms o] a particular societal 
institution with sufficient frequency and/or seriousness so as 
to provide a firm basis for legal action against the behaving 
individual or group.”"^ He notes, further, that the members of 
all lower-class adolescent “street-corner” groups commit acts 
which fit this definition as part of their ordinary activities: 

The customary set of activities of the adolescent street-comer 
group includes activities which are in violation of laws and ordi- 
nances of the legal code. Most of these center around assault and 
theft of various types (the gang fight; auto theft; assault on an 
individual; petty pilfering and shoplifting; “mugging”; pocketbook 
theft).-® 

It would appear that for Miller the only basis for differentia- 
ting delinquent and nondelinquent groups is that members of 
the former engage in delinquent acts more frequently. Thus 
Miller says that “delinquent gangs” are simply a variant of 
street-corner groups: 

What has been called the “delinquent gang” . . . defined on the' 
basis of frequency of participation in law-violating activity . . .\ 

.24. Kvaraceus and Miller, op. cit., p. 54. 

25. Miller, op. cit., p. 17. 
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should not be considered a legitimate unit of study per se, but 
rather as one particular variant of the adolescent street-comer 
group.2« 

The problem with a definition that focuses exclusively upon 
delinquent acts is that it encompasses many street-corner groups 
whose core members generally disapprove of, or at best merely 
tolerate, the delinquencies of other members. In such groups, 
delinquent acts are not a requirement or a desideratum for 
membership. By Miller’s definition, a social or athletic group 
which becomes involved in a delinquent episode is no less de- 
linquent than are groups which are organized specifically for 
theft, street warfare, or other illegal activities. Failure to recog- 
nize the relationship between a delinquent act and the social 
and cultural structure of the group in which it occurs thus leads 
to serious problems of definition. 

Distribution — ^Miller’s concept of delinquency also can 
be criticized on the ground that an extraordinarily wide range 
of adolescents are caught in the net. Delinquent subcultures, as 
we have said, tend to be confined to adolescent males in lower- 
class urban areas, but this certainly cannot be said of delin- 
quent acts. Delinquent acts, as such, occur throughout tlie 
social structure; although the rates differ, they are committed 
by females, middle-class adolescents, and residents in rural 
areas. It is unreasonable to assume that a single theory can ac- 
count for such diverse behavior. If we focus on delinquent 
norms, by contrast, the theoretical task becomes much more 
manageable, for the emergence of delinquent norms tends to 
be restricted to certain social locations. Furthermore, an em- 
phasis on supporting norms — that is, on the cultural structure 
of the delinquent group — makes it possible to draw meaningful 
distinctions among various types of gang, which cannot be done 
when the act alone is taken as the criterion of delinquency. 

The Problem of Adjustment — How, then, arc we to ac- 
count for delinquent acts which are so widely dispersed 
througliout the social structure? Miller suggests that conformity 
with lower-class values in a middle-class world is such an ad- 


26. Ibid., p. 14. 
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justment problem. But what of middle-class adolescents who 
commit delinquent acts? Miller offers the rather unconvincing 
answer that middle-elass adolescent groups are taking over many 
of the focal concerns of the lower class and thus are finding 
themselves at odds with the values of their own class. Miller 
feels that the preoccupation with the diffusion of middle-class 
values in our society has caused us to underestimate the upward 
diffusion of lower-class values, particularly with the develop- 
ment of mass media of communication.^’^ It is certainly a de- 
batable question whether the mass media disseminate middle- 
class or lower-class values. In any case, middle-class groups 
embraced by Miller’s definition of delinquent gang present a 
major problem for theories based on the culture-conflict theme. 

Miller’s theory can also be challenged on the ground that 
the conflict between lower-class and middle-class values is not 
so significant and persistent a problem in the life experience of 
delinquents as he supposes. Serious delinquencies, such as burg- 
lary, robbery, assault, gang killings, and drug addiction, violate 
lower-class as well as middle-class values. Miller’s examples of 
deviance arising from culture conflict — “the use of pro- 
fanity, . . . hanging around or loitering, ... the serial-mating 
pattern characteristic of many homes” — tend to be relatively 
innocuous forms of conduct from the standpoint of both lower- 
and middle-class norms. Furthermore, the focal concerns of 
lower-class groups as outlined by Miller — ^trouble, toughness, 
smartness, excitement, fate, and autonomy — do not seem to 
differ from middle-class preoccupations so much that simple 
conformity to these values would “automatically” lead to seri- 
ous law violations. Miller’s analysis suggests a degree ol 
cultural independence of the two classes that has probably nol 
prevailed since the mass immigrations of the nineteenth anc 
early twentieth centuries. 

The Evolution of Subcultural Solutions — ^Perhaps the most 
serious defect of the culture-conflict theory of delinquent gangs 
lies in its failure to account for the origins of delinquent norms, 
Under what conditions do the focal concerns of lower-class 


27. Kvaraceus and Miller, op. cit., Chap. 10. 
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youngsters become transformed into specifically delinquent 
prescriptions? Miller, like earlier theorists in the culture-conflict 
tradition, has concentrated on explaining delinquent as op- 
posed to nondelinquent acts. This leaves the problem of identi- 
fying the conditions under which delinquent acts come to be 
buttressed by a stable set of delinquent norms. In order to 
explain how patterned delinquent subcultures emerge — how 
lower-class “focal concerns” become sufficiently “intensified,” 
“maximized,” or “distorted” to lead to subcultural delinquency 
— ^Miller turns to two additional problems of adjustment. 

He first explores the consequences of socialization in the 
female-centered household and introduces a version of the 
problem of masculine identification. In order to assert their 
masculinity, he contends, lower-class boys from female-centered 
households tend to exaggerate delinquent aspects of the lower- 
class value system.^ Miller also points to discrepancies be- 
tween the aspirations of lower-class youth and the realistic 
possibilities for achievement as a source of frustration and 
anxiety. It should be noted that this second problem runs 
counter to his frequent emphasis on the relative isolation of 
lower- and middle-class value systems. Success themes are at 
the core of the middle-class value system in America, and 
there is much in Miller’s work to indicate that lower-class youth 
are exposed to these themes and take them quite seriously. In 
this connection, Miller suggests a typology of lower-class youth 
based on the gap between aspirations and possibilities of 
achievement: 

1. "Stable" lower class. This group consists of youngsters who, for 
all practical purposes, do not aspire to higher status or who have 
no realistic possibility of achieving such aspirations. 

2. Aspiring but conflicted lower class. This group represents those 
for whom family or other community influences have produced 
a desire to elevate their status, but who lack the neccssarj’ per- 
sonal attributes or cultural “equipment” to make the grade, or 
for whom cultural pressures effectively inhibit aspirations. 

3. Successfully aspiring lower class. This group, popularly assumed 

28. See ibid., Chap. 11, and Miller, op. cit., pp. 13-14. 
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to be the most prevalent, includes those who have both the will 
and the capacity to elevate their status.^s 

The first two categories in this typology are marked by 
internal contradictions. With respect to the stable lower class 
(type 1), there is a considerable difference between those 
“who do not aspire to higher status” and those who do aspire 
but “have no realistic possibility of achieving such aspirations.” 
Those who do not aspire avoid frustrations arising from posi- 
tion discontent; those who aspire but are cut off from appro- 
priate avenues to higher status experience acute frustrations. 
To preserve this distinction it might be preferable to describe 
type 1 as follows: 4:^ 

This group consists of youngsters who, for all practical purposes, 
do not aspire to higher status or who, because of expectations of 
failure, have revised their aspirations downward. 

The definition of type 2 also blurs important distinctions. 
Miller says that persons in this category “desire to elevate 
their status” but that various “cultural pressures effectively in- 
hibit aspirations.” Thus it is not clear what he intends to con- 
vey about the aspiration levels of this category. It would appear 
from other elements in the definition that this type should 
properly consist of lower-class youth who aspire to but are cut 
off from success, either because they “lack the necessary per- 
sonal attributes or ‘cultural equipment’ to make the grade” or 
because opportunity is objectively limited. To the extent that 
their aspirations persist under conditions limiting achievement, 
acute frustrations would be experienced. This group, then, 
should be clearly distinguished from type 1 and type 3. Type 
3 includes those who aspire and who possess traits and abilities 
that are likely to bring them success. 

According to Miller, discrepancies between aspirations and 
possibilities of achievement are a major source of pressures to- 
ward delinquent behavior: “The lower-class youngster who is 
‘stalled’ in regard to his achievement aspiration is . . . likely to 
become delinquent.”3“ This statement and others that call at- 

29. Kvaraceus and Miller, op. cit., p. 72. 

30. Ibid., p. 136. 
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tention to social and cultural dislocations within lower-class 
environments obviously conflict with Miller’s hypothesis that 
delinquency is basically a consequence of conformity to lower- 
class values. It is perhaps sufficient at this point for us to 
note that the theory of culture conflict does not prove adequate 
by itself to account for the emergence of delinquent subcultures. 
It is necessary to introduce other types of adjustment problem 
to differentiate the responses of lower-class youngsters to their 
living conditions. 

Nothing in Miller’s account of lower-class life helps to ex- 
plain the differentiation of delinquent subcultures. Even if his 
definition of lower-class values were accepted, it is not at 
all clear why this confiict would result alternatively in criminal, 
conflict, or retreatist adaptations. 

Persistence and Chatige — The culture-conflict theory ad- 
dresses the problem of the persistence of delinquent norms more 
directly than the problem of their origins. Delinquent norms 
are regarded as “given”; Miller, for example, is concerned 
primarily with how these norms are taken over by the child. 
His theory assumes the existence of delinquent norms whose 
dictates must be followed by new members as the price of ad- 
mission to the group: 

The demanded response to certain situations recurrently engen- 
dered within lower-class culture may call for the commission of 
illegal acts. For many youngsters the bases of prestige are to be 
found in toughness, physical prowess, skill, fearlessness, bravery, 
ability to con people, gaining money by wits, shrewdness, adroit- 
ness, smart repartee, seeking and finding thrills, risk, danger, 
freedom from external constraint, and freedom from superordinate 
authority. These are the explicit values of the most important and 
essential reference group of many delinquent youngsters. These 
are the things he respects and strives to attain. The lower-class 
youngster who engages in a long and recurrent series of delinquent 
behaviors that are sanctioned by his peer group is acting so as to 
achieve prestige within his reference system.^^ 

31. Ibid., p. 69. Miller’s statement that “the demanded response 
to certain situations recurrently engendered within lower-class culture 
may call for the commission of illegal acts’’ sounds very much as 
though he were referring to delinquent norms as such — that is, to 
norms that prescribe the commission of various delinquent acts. Here 



7 5 Some Current Theories of Delinquent Subcultures 

It is apparent, however, that a theory of the persistence 
of a cultural tradition is not a sufficient explanation of the 
origin of that tradition. To maintain that delinquent norms are 
an exaggeration of aspects of the lower-class value system sim- 
ply shifts the original question to the problem of accounting 
for the development of different value systems within the same 
society and of the relative dominance of one over the others. 
Miller alludes to a historical continuity between contemporary 
lower-class values in the United States and the traditional values 
of depressed groups in other parts of the world, asserting that 
“lower-class culture is a distinctive tradition many centuries 
old with an integrity of its own.”^^ But at some juncture the 
theorist must identify the social conditions from which these 
values develop as a solution to the adjustment problems of 
everyday life. The historical-continuity theory of lower-class 
values as a source of delinquent norms can be attacked on 
many points. We should like to point out here that it ignores 
the extent to which lower-class and delinquent cultures today 
are predictable responses to conditions in our society rather 
than persisting patterns taken over from foreign cultures. This 
is a matter to which we shall devote considerable attention 
in the next chapter. 

The culture-conflict hypothesis poses special problems 
when one considers the sources of change in the patterns of 
delinquent activity. Culture-conflict theorists typically account 
for a reduction in delinquency by referring to acculturation — 
a process in which serious value conflicts are gradually elim- 


again we find an ambiguity in Miller’s work, for the distinction be- 
tween lower-class norms in general and delinquent norms is unclear. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that lower-class focal concerns, such 
as the emphasis upon masculinity, are not delinquent or criminal. 
Miller has not shown why efforts to be masculine result in delinquent 
or criminal behavior. There are many ways of exhibiting masculinity 
that do not entail legal violations. If ways are chosen that entail law 
violations, then these choices require explanation. 

In this connection. Miller’s work has similarities to that of Shaw, 
McKay, and Sutherland, who were also very much in the culture- 
conflict tradition. They, too, took delinquent codes as given and 
focused on the transmission of these codes from one generation to 
another. 

32. Miller, op. cit., p. 19. 




inated. It is somewhat harder, however, for culture-conflict 
theorists to explain an increase in the amount of delinquency 
and a change in its content. Logically these changes must be 
explained by the infusion of new value conflicts into the 
system or by some type of breakdown in the diffusion of 
existing values, although no account of such a breakdown has 
been offeied. In conclusion, therefore, we are not disposed to 
accept the hypothesis that culture conflict is the most charac- 
teristic and significant adjustment problem underlying the de- 
velopment of delinquent subcultures. 

In the chapters that follow, we shall take as our starting 
point the adjustment problems that arise when there are seri- 
ous discrepancies between aspirations toward success goals and 
opportunities for achieving them. It is our view that problems 
of this type have a more direct and powerful influence on the 
emergence of various types of delinquent subculture than any 
that we have reviewed in this chapter. 



CHATTER 



Goals, Norms, and Anomie 


Ln this chapter, we shall be engaged in 
a search for causes. What pressures lead the young to form 
or join delinquent subcultures? To what problem of adjust- 
ment is alienation from conventional styles of life a response? 
There are, of course, no simple answers to these questions. 
Lacking many kinds of data, we can offer only tentative ex- 
planations, in the hope that others will also reflect upon them 
and undertake new lines of inquiry suggested by them. It 
should be borne in mind that we distinguish between the ques- 
tion of the problem of adjustment to which delinquent behavior 
is a response and the question of the conditions under which 
such behavior comes to be buttressed by delinquent norms. In 
this chapter, we shall be concerned with the first of these ques- 
tions. In Chapter 5 we shall discuss the second. 
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The Regulation of Goals: Durkheim^ 

It is our view that pressures toward the formation of delin- 
quent subcultures originate in marked discrepancies between 
culturally induced aspirations among lower-class youth and the 
possibilities of achieving them by legitimate means. This hy- 
pothesis owes a great deal to the work of the nineteenth- 
century sociologist Emile Durkheim. We shall be especially 
concerned with his use of the concept “anomie” — which means 
lawlessness, or normlessness. According to Durkheim, anomie 
results from a breakdown in the regulation of goals such that 
men’s aspirations become unlimited. Unlimited aspirations cre- 
ate a constant pressure for deviant behavior — that is, for 
behavior that departs from social norms. “Anomie” thus refers 
to a state in which social norms no longer control men’s actions. 

Durkheim distinguished between two kinds of need: phys- 
ical and social. He observed that these two categories of need 
depend upon quite different sources of regulation. Physical 
needs are automatically regulated by man’s organic structure. 
Once satiated, for example, the body rejects additional food. 
But this is not the case with social needs, such as the desire 
for wealth, prestige, or power; man’s capacity to want social 
gratification is “an insatiable and bottomless abyss.” Nothing 
in the organic structure is capable of regulating these social 
desires once they have been stimulated. If aspirations are to 
be kept within reasonable bounds, therefore, some other 
agency must exert control. This regulatory function is per- 
formed, according to Durkeim, by the social order. 

A stable society is one in which men throughout the 
social hierarchy are more or less content with their lot in 
life or aspire to achieve only what it is realistically possible 
for them to achieve. “Each person is then ... in harmony with 
his condition, and desires only what he may legitimately hope 
for as the normal reward of his activity.” In other words, a 

1. See fimile Durkheim, Suicide: A Study in Sociology, trans. by 
J. A. Spaulding and George Simpson, ed. by George Simpson (Glencoe, 
111.: Free Press, 1951), esp. Chap. 5. Quotations in this section are 
from pp. 247-57. 
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stable order is one in which men ascribe legitimacy to the 
criteria for the distribution of social rewards and do not chal- 
lenge the socially defined relationship between personal worth 
and location in the social hierarchy.^ This stability tends to 
break down, says Durkheim, when men’s aspirations become 
unlimited. When there is no restraint upon their aspirations, 
“their very demands make fulfillment impossible. . . . Nothing 
gives satisfaction . . . agitation is uninterruptedly maintained.” 

Durkheim identified several states of social organization 
that tend to result in unrestrained aspiration. Economic crises, 
he thought, can have this effect, for the abrupt changes in 
social position that they produce generate a sense of dis- 
orientation such that “the limits are unknown between the 
possible and impossible, what is just and what is unjust, le- 
gitimate claims and hopes and those which are immoderate.” 
He also pointed out that the industrial world is marked by a 
tendency toward unlimited goals — an observation that has 
especial pertinence for this inquiry, since delinquency tends 
to be a pronounced characteristic of industrial societies. “The 
sphere of trade and industry ... is actually in a chronic state 
[of anomie].” Rapid technological developments and the ex- 
istence of vast unexploited markets excite the imagination by 
presenting apparently infinite possibilities for the accumulation 
of wealth. 

Now that [the manufacturer] may assume to ha'''e almost the 
entire world as his customer, how could [his asoirations] accept 
their former confinement in the face of such limitless prospects? 
Such is the source of excitement predominating in this part of 
society . . . [that] the state of crisis and anomie [are] constant 
and, so to speak, normal. From top to bottom of the ladder, greed 
is aroused without knowing where to find ultimate foothold. Noth- 
ing can calm it, since its goal is far beyond all it can attain. 

These unlimited aspirations and expectations for the ac- 

2. The question of how society succeeds in imposing these defini- 
tions of legitimacy, of how it persuades the poor man to accept his 
s ation in life as just, is a very important one, but it is much beyond the 
scope of this book. For our immediate purposes, the processes that re- 
su t in a widespread sense of contentment with the social order are of 
eM interest than the processes that lead to a diminution of this state of 
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quisition of wealth, prestige, and power, generated by a bur- 
geoning industrialism, come to be buttressed by ideologies in 
which man is defined as inherently restless and ambitious: “It 
is everlastingly repeated that it is man’s nature to be eternally 
dissatisfied, constantly to advance, without relief or rest, toward 
an indefinite goal. The longing for infinity is daily represented 
as a mark of moral distinction.” It is precisely these cultural 
emphases upon “infinite” or “receding” goals that, in Durk- 
heim’s opinion, put a strain upon the regulatory apparatus of 
the society. For if men are never satisfied with their position 
in the social hierarchy, if they are driven by unrealistic desires 
to improve their lot in life, then they may cease to be bound 
by the prevailing rules of the society. 

But why, we might ask, is an emphasis on achievement, 
on upward striving in the occupational world, so pronounced 
a characteristic of industrial societies? What is the origin of 
ideologies that say it is man’s “nature” to be dissatisfied? 
Obviously such ideologies do not exist in all societies. Some- 
thing in the organization of industrial life must therefore require 
that the members of industrial societies make a virtue of 
dissatisfaction, of discontent with their present position in life. 
If we can identify this “something,” we shall be on our way to 
understanding an important feature of American life, and, 
furthermore, we shall have taken another step toward an ex- 
planation of delinquency, for one of the distinctive features of 
delinquent subcultures is the acute dissatisfaction of their 
members with the prospects life holds for tliem. 

All societies, including the industrial order, must solve 
the problem of maintaining themselves or else disintegrate. 
Societies difl[er, however, in the devices that are required to 
cope with the problem of survival. In many societies it is 
enough that the young work alongside their parents, acquiring 
through these intimate associations the values and skills that 
will enable them to engage successfully in adult occupational 
and kinship activities. Tlie occupational systems in such so- 
cieties are relatively simple and undifferentiated; most of the 
major work roles can be passed directly from father to son. 
The transmittal of occupational skills is a more difiicult prob- 
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lem in our society, with its vastly proliferated structure of 
extremely technical work roles. We cannot depend upon the 
vagaries of birth to determine who will occupy each role, for 
we cannot assume that the son of a physicist will automatically 
be a competent successor to his father. Nor can we require the 
father to transmit highly specialized knowledge to his son in 
the context of the family, for this would, divert the father’s 
energies from the primary work role that he is supposed to 
perform. The family, in other words, is not a satisfactory en- 
vironment for the learning of specialized occupational skills. 
The industrial society must organize itself in such a way that 
it can allocate people to roles more or less on the basis of 
merit and endowment rather than on the basis of social origins, 
and it must provide — outside the family — ^the formal learning 
experiences that are prerequisite to occupational performance. 

A crucial problem in the industrial world, then, is to lo- 
cate and train the most talented persons in every generation, 
irrespective of the vicissitudes of birth, to occupy technical work 
roles. Whether he is born into wealth or poverty, each individ- 
ual, depending upon his ability and diligence, must be en- 
couraged to find his “natural level” in the social order. This 
problem is one of tremendous proportions. Since we cannot 
know in advance who can best fulfill the requirements of 
various occupational roles, the matter is presumably settled 
through the process of competition. But how can men through- 
out the social order be motivated to participate in this com- 
petition? How can society generate the ambition and per- 
sistence that are necessary if the individual is to make his way 
in the occupational world? How can we persuade the young 
to invest their resources, time, and energies in acquiring 
specialized knowledge and complex skills? It is not enough 
for a few to make the race; all must be motivated to strive, so 
that the most able and talented will be the victors in the com- 
petitive struggle for higher status. 

One of the ways in which the industrial society attempts 
to solve this problem is by defining success-goals as potentially 
accessible to all, regardless of race, creed, or socioeconomic 
position. Great social rewards, it is said, are not limited to any 



82 


particular segment or segments of the population but are 
available to anyone, however lowly his origins. The status of 
a young man’s father presumably does not put an upper limit 
on the height to which the son may aspire; in fact, he is ex- 
horted to improve his status over that of his father. The in- 
dustrial society, in short, emphasizes common or universal 
success-goals as a way of ensuring its survival. If large masses 
of young people can be motivated to reach out for great social 
rewards, many of them will make the appropriate investment 
in learning and preparation, and a rough correlation between 
talent and ultimate position in the occupational hierarchy will 
presumably result. 

One of the paradoxes of social life is that the processes by 
which societies seek to ensure order sometimes result in dis- 
order. If a cultural emphasis on unlimited success-goals tends 
to solve some problems in the industrial society, it also creates 
new ones. A pervasive feeling of position discontent leads men 
to compete for higher status and so contributes to the survival 
of the industrial order, but it also produces acute pressure for 
deviant behavior. Unlimited aspirations, Durkheim pointed 
out, exert an intense pressure toward disorder because they 
are, by definition, unachievable and thus constitute a source 
of “uninterrupted agitation.” 


The Regulation of Goals and Norms: Merton® 

Durkheim’s pioneering work on the conditions that make for 
a breakdown in social control has been greatly advanced by 
the contemporary American sociologist Robert K. Merton. 
Like Durkheim, Merton set himself the task of accounting for 
the emergence of deviant behavior. At the outset, he distin- 
,guished between two features of organized social life: the cul- 
jtural structure and the social structure. The cultural structure 
(consists of goals and norms, the approved ends toward which 

3. See R. K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, Rev. 
and Enl. Ed. (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1957), esp. Chaps. 4 and 5. 
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men orient themselves and the approved ways in which they 
reach out for these ends. The social structure consists of the 
patterned sets of relationships in which people are involved. 
The division of people into social classes or strata according 
to wealth, power, or prestige is one important type of social 
structure. 

Using these conceptual distinctions, Merton has extended 
and refined '^e intellectual tradition initiated by Durkheim. 
Durkheim, it will be remembered, emphasized the need for. 
sociel^ to regulate the social goals of its members, to keep | 
them within the limits of possible achievement, in order to' 
avert tension, frustration, and consequent deviant behavior. 
In Merton’s somewhat different view, anomie develops not be- 
cause of a breakdown in the regulation of goals alone but, 
rather, because of a breakdown in the relationship between 
goals and legitimate avenues of access to them. A stable society 
is one in which there is a rough balance between goals and 
norms, between culturally prescribed aspirations and socially 
approved modes of achieving them. An unstable society is one 
in which these two elements of the cultural structure are out 
of concert with each other: “Aberrant behavior may be re- 
garded sociologically as a symptom of dissociation between 
culturally prescribed aspirations and socially structured avenues 
of realizing these aspirations.”'* 

The conceptual refinements introduced by Merton offer 
several distinct contributions. First, they enable us to expand 
our inquiry to include the results of striving for limited goals 
when the possibilities of achieving them legitimately are also 
limited. This is an important refinement, for probably relatively 
few people are afflicted with insatiable aspirations. An acute 
observer of the American scene, Alexis de Tocqueville, re- 
marked on this point a century ago, and there is no reason to 
assume that his observations are less true now: 

The first thing that strikes a traveler in the United States is the 
innumerable multitude of those who seek to emerge from their ori- 
ginal condition; and the second is the rarity of lofty ambition to 
be observed in the midst of the universally ambitious stir of society. 


4. Ibid., p. 134. 
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No Americans are devoid of a yearning desire to rise, but hardly 
any appear to entertain hope of great magnitude or to pursue very 
lofty aims. All are constantly seeking to acquire property, power, 
and reputation; few contemplate these things upon a great scale.s 

We have little evidence regarding the heights to which Ameri- 
cans typically aspire. What evidence we have suggests that 
people are oriented, not toward the top of the social ladder, 
but toward the next rung — not toward a doubling or tripling 
of income, but toward a 25-per-cent increase. It may be true 
that, once having negotiated the next rung on the ladder, they 
tend to orient themselves to a still higher one; nevertheless, 
their ambitions at any given moment appear to be fixed upon 
limited ends. 

Merton’s statement of the problem also enables us to 
account for anomie under conditions other than economic 
crisis or burgeoning industrialism. These, according to Durk- 
heim, are instances of disturbances in the collective order which 
result in unregulated aspirations. With Merton’s position, how- 
ever, we can explain pressures leading to deviance in the 
normal functioning of the social order. At some point, the prob- 
lems of adjustment resulting from discrepancies between am- 
bition and achievement can be expected to have an adverse 
efi!ect upon conformity to social rules, whether or not condi- 
tions of economic crisis prevail. Merton’s point frees us to 
examine the everyday processes giving rise to deviant behavior. 
Situations of crisis thus become special instances affecting the 
basic relationship between aspirations and opportunities. Some 
types of crisis may broaden the discrepancy; others may lessen 
it.® But it is the relationship between these components of the 

5. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, Vol. 2 (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1958), p. 256. 

6. In this connection, there is some evidence that lower-class 
crime rates (especially offenses against property) vary depending 
upon conditions of prosperity or depression. Adult crime rates appear 
to vary directly with unemployment; juvenile crime rates, however, 
appear to vary inversely with unemployment. For adults, unemploy- 
ment poses genuine problems of economic survival, and thus it is not 
difficult to understand why more property offenses occur in this group 
under conditions of economic hardship. Why prosperity should result 
in higher rates of juvenile crime is not so easy to understand. One 
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cultural structure upon which we now fix our attention, what- 
ever the relative stability of particular features of the collective 
order. 

Merton’s formulation, further, permits us to make dis- 
tinctions regarding the severity of pressures toward deviant be- 
havior which originate at different points in the social structure. 
It helps us to explain, for example, why youth in the lower 
class are apparently more likely than middle-class youth to 
engage in extreme law-violating behavior. There is every 
reason to think that persons variously located in the social 
hierarchy have rather different chances of reaching common 
success-goals despite the prevailing ideology of equal oppor- 
tunity. The middle-class person can generally take advantage 
of educational opportunities despite their cost; his family may 
be in a position to finance his beginnings in a profession or in 
business, or at least to put him in touch with established and 
successful people who can give him an “edge.” In these and 
other ways, middle-class youth enjoy greater access to success- 
goals. Although the lower-class boy may yearn to rise in the 
social structure, the obstacles are great. Advanced education 
may seem a remote possibility, since the costs may easily ex- 
ceed his resources. As Merton observes, “Recourse to legiti- 
mate channels for ‘getting in the money’ is limited by a class 
structure which is not fully open at each level to men of good 
capacity. Despite our persisting open-class ideology, advance 
toward the success goals is relatively rare and notably difficult 
for those armed with little formal education and few economic 
resources.”'^ Later in this chapter we shall have more to say 


explanation is that prosperity heightens the aspirations of lower-class 
young people wihout appreciably affecting the likelihood of their 
achieving their goals; hence discontent with economic position and 
economic prospects is intensified during prosperous times. See, for 
evidence on this point, Daniel Glaser and Kent Rice, “Crime, Age, and 
Employment,” American Sociological Review, Vol. 24, No 5 (Oct 
1959), pp. 679-86. . > v . 

7.^ Merton, op. cit.,^ pp. 145-46. It should not be inferred that 
there is a perfect positive correlation between pressures toward de- 
viance and rate of deviance. Other variables intervene to influence 
the outcome of these pressures. One such variable is the relative 
availability of opportunities to engage in a deviant adaptation For a 
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about the differences in legitimate opportunity for persons in 
different parts of the social structure. Here we wish simply to 
establish the basic hypothesis that discrepancies between as- 
pirations and legitimate chances of achievement increase as 
one descends in the class structure. The ideology of common 
success-goals and equal opportunity may become an empty 
myth for those who find themselves cut off from legitimate 
pathways upward. We may predict, then, that the pressure to 
engage in deviant behavior will be greatest in the lower levels 
of the society. 

Our hypothesis can be summarized as follows: The dis- 
parity between what lower-class youth are led to want and what 
is actually available to them is the source of a major problem of 
adjustment.® Adolescents who form delinquent subcultures, we 
suggest, have internalized an emphasis upon conventional goals. 
Faced with limitations on legitimate avenues of access to these 
goals, and unable to revise their aspirations downward, they 
experience intense frustrations; the exploration of nonconform- 
ist alternatives may be the result. 


Success Values in American Life 

We have noted that the success-goals toward which Ameri- 
cans are enjoined to orient themselves are not class-bounded; 
that is, people are not, so the ideology goes, forever restricted 

further discussion of the relationship between pressures toward de- 
viance and the availability of illegitimate opportunity, see R. A. Clo- 
ward, “Illegitimate Means, Anomie, and Deviant Behavior,” American 
Sociological Review, Vol. 24, No. 2 (April 1959), pp. 164-76, and Chap. 
6, infra. 

8. The young acquire definitions of the availability of success- 
goals from older persons with whom they interact. For our purposes, 
“actual” and “anticipated” failure to improve one’s social position are 
functional equivalents. This point of view is entirely consonant, for ex- 
ample, with experimental studies showing that young Negro children 
become aware of invidious color distinctions in our society even though 
they may not have been directly exposed to discriminatory racial 
practices. 
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to the station into which they were bom or even to the one 
above. But to what extent are success values internalized by 
people in different parts of the society? Precisely what is it 
that people aspire toward? 


THE CLASS DISTRIBUTION OF ASPIRATIONS 

We have hypothesized that adolescents feel pressures for 
deviant behavior when they experience marked discrepancies 
between their aspirations and opportunities for achievement. 
To support our assumption that delinquent subcultures arise 
primarily among lower-class adolescent males in large cities, 
we must, therefore, demonstrate that these youngsters are 
exposed to greater discrepancies between aspirations and op- 
portunities than are persons located elsewhere in the social 
structure. Before we review some of the relevant evidence, an 
important distinction should be made. “Aspiration” may be 
defined in at least two ways. First, we may ask: How high does 
the individual aspire, irrespective of his present position? We 
may also ask: How high does he aspire in relation to his 
present position? 

Absolute Aspirations — In a recent article, Hyman assem- 
bled an array of evidence on aspirations in American society, 
culled principally from public-opinion surveys.® In general, 
these data reveal differences in absolute aspiration among per- 
sons in various social strata. For example, when respondents in 
a national survey were asked to express their preference for one 
of three types of job (“a low income but secure job; a job with 
good pay but with a 50-50 risk of losing it; or a job with ex- 
tremely high income and great risk”), the responses differed 
markedly by class. With each upward step in the social hier- 
archy, the proportion who chose the high-income but great-risk 
alternative increased. Only 14 per cent of youth from laboring 
families chose this alternative as contrasted with 31 per cent 

9. H. H. Hyman, “The Value Systems of Different Classes; A 
Social-Psychological Contribution to the Analysis of Stratification,” 
in Reinhard Bendix and S. M. Lipset, eds.. Class, Status and Power 
(Glencoe, 111.: Free Press. 1953), pp. 432-34. 
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from executive and professional families. This general finding, 
confirmed by the results of several other studies, led Hyman to 
suggest that “the poor cannot accept the risk involved in be- 
coming less poor.” The results of a study of high-school seniors 
conducted by Empey support this conclusion.^® Empey asked 
members of his sample to state the occupations that they hoped 
to enter. When their choices were ranked on the basis of gen- 
erally accepted criteria of occupational status in American so- 
ciety, the aspirations of middle- and upper-class respondents 
were found to be consistently higher than those of seniors from 
lower-class families. 

It should be noted that our hypothesis does not depend 
upon showing that a large proportion of persons in the lower 
class exhibit a high level of aspiration; it is suflBcient to show 
that a significant number of lower-class members aspire beyond 
their means if it can also be demonstrated that these same 
persons contribute disproportionately to the ranks of delin- 
quent subcultures. In this connection, the conclusions of sev- 
eral studies might be cited. In a comparative study of drug- 
users and nonusers, Gerard and Kometsky concluded: 

Regardless of the actual familial socioeconomic status, familial 
needs for high attainment in education and vocational areas play 
very important roles in the developmental experiences of many of 
the addict patients. Their families inculcated high levels of aspira- 
tion and expectation into them, yet failed to strengthen their ca- 
pacities to attain their goals through realistic appraisal of their 
environments and acceptance of the need to work toward subordi- 
nate goals in the paths to their more final objectives. Denial of 
personal limitations, wish-fulfilling distortions of reality, and status- 
orientation at the expense of satisfaction are some of the prominent 
features of the family backgrounds of the adolescent addicts which 
are plausibly related to their aspiration-achievement discrepancies. 

. . . Unrealistic and excessive aspirations are likely to be a heavy 
burden for even the most intact ego.^^ 

10. L. T. Empey, “Social Class and Occupational Aspiration; A 
Comparison of Absolute and Relative Measurement,” American So- 
ciological Review, Vol. 21, No. 6 (Dec. 1956), p. 706. 

11. D. L. Gerard and Conon Kometsky, “Adolescent Opiate Ad- 
diction — A Study of Control and Addict Subjects,” Psychiatric 
Quarterly, Vol. 29 (April 1955), p. 483. 
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Finestone drew similar conclusions from studies of drug ad- 
dicts in Chicago. He noted that addiction among lower-class 
Negro adolescents “represents a reaction to a feeling of exclu- 
sion from access to the means toward the goals of our so- 
ciety.”^^ These observations suggest that youngsters who par- 
tipate in delinquent subcultures may experience serious dis- 
content with their position in the social structure. 

Relative Aspirations — The studies we have cited support 
the general conclusion that there are class differentials in 
absolute level of aspiration. We get a rather different picture 
of the relationship between social class and aspirations if we 
look at the height to which people aspire in relation to the 
point from which they start. 

The results of several studies tend to confirm the hypoth- 
esis that most Americans, whatever their social position, 
are dissatisfied with their income. There are, however, social- 
class differences in the degree of dissatisfaction. In general, the 
poor desire a proportionately larger increase in income than do 
persons in higher strata. As Hyman says, "Relatively speaking, 
the wealthier need and want less of an increase. ... As one 
goes up in the economic ladder, the increment of income de- 
sired decreases.”^^ The absolute or dollar increase in income 
sought is far greater among the wealthy than among the poor, 
but the proportion of current income that this increment repre- 
sents decreases with each upward step in the scale. Empey 
reports a similar finding: almost all the seniors in his sample 
hoped to improve their position over that of their father, but 
the degree of relative occupational aspiration decreased sig- 
nificantly with each upward step in the social scale.^^ Thus 
we may conclude that persons in the lower reaches of society 
experience a relatively greater sense of position discontent 
despite the fact that their absolute aspirations are less lofty. 

The concept of relative aspirations gives us a better gauge 
of position discontent than can be derived by comparing the 

12. Harold Finestone, “Cats, Kicks, and Color,” Social Problems 
Vol. 5, No. 1 (July 1957), p. 13. 

13. Hyman, op. cit., pp. 435-36. 

14. Empey, op. cit., pp. 706-07. 
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heights to which people in various social classes aspire. And 
it is position discontent that is of greatest relevance to our 
theory. If, as we have suggested, lower-class persons experi- 
ence relatively greater dissatisfaction with their present posi- 
tion and also have fewer legitimate ways of changing their 
status, then they should experience greater pressures toward 
deviant behavior. 


TYPES OF ASPIRATION 

It is somewhat misleading to assert, as we have done, 
that there are class differences in level of aspiration, for this 
implies that all members of a given class share the same 
goals. In this section, therefore, we shall try to qualify this im- 
plication by developing a typology of goals within the lower 
class. Our typology is limited to the lower class because, as 
we have pointed out, this is the primary locus of delinquent 
subcultures. 

In his classic study of life in an urban slum, William F. 
Whyte divided lower-class male adolescents into two broad 
categories: the “college boys,” who are “primarily interested 
in social advancement,” and the “corner boys,” who are 
“primarily interested in their local community.”^® The two 
groups, in other words, are differentiated essentially in terms 
of aspirations. The college boys identify with the middle-class 
style of life; the corner boys, on the other hand, are relatively 
content with their lower-class life-style. The “social advance- 
ment” sought by the college boys therefore means rising into 
the middle class. 

Since Whyte’s study, other writers also have assumed that 
“ambitious” lower-class youth wish to rise into the middle 
class. Bloch and Niederhoffer, for example, take this view: 
“The lower-class boy . . . absorbs dominant middle-class 
values which set goals for him.”^® Cohen’s recent work on 

15. W. F. Whyte, Street Corner Society: The Social Structure of 
an Italian Slum, Enl. Ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1955), p. 97. 

16. Herbert Bloch and Arthur Niederhoffer, The Gang: A Study 
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delinquency also assumes that many lower-class youth seek to 
affiliate with the middle class; “It is a plausible assumption 
. . , that the working-class boy whose status is low in middle- 
class terms cares about that status, that this status confronts 
him with a general problem of adjustment.”^'^ Indeed, Cohen 
suggests that delinquency results when access to this goal is 
limited; “The delinquent subculture, we suggest, is a way of 
dealing with . . . status problems; certain children are denied 
status in the respectable society because they cannot meet the 
criteria of the respectable status system. The delinquent sub- 
culture deals with these problems by providing criteria of 
status which these children can meet.”^® Using Whyte’s classi- 
fication of “corner boys” and “college boys” as a starting 
point, Cohen adds the category of “delinquent boys,” He de- 
scribes these three modes of adaptation as follows; 

(1) A certain proportion of working-class boys [the “college boys”] 
accept the challenge of the middle-class status system and play the 
status game by the middle-class rules, . . . 

(2) Another response, perhaps the most common, is what we 
may call the “stable corner-boy response.” It represents an ac- 
ceptance of the corner-boy way of life and an effort to make the 
best of a situation. . . , 

(3) The delinquent response . . . differs from the stable corner- 
boy response The hallmark of the delinquent subculture is the 
explicit and wholesale repudiation of middle-class standards and 
the adoption of their very antithesis. The corner-boy culture is not 
specifically delinquent . . . ; [it] temporizes with middle-class 
morality; the full-fledged delinquent subculture does not.i^* 

The assumption that many lower-class youth seek to 
affiliate with the middle class has come under sharp attack by 
other students of delinquency. Kitsuse and Dietrick, for ex- 
ample, question whether available evidence supports this 
contention: 


in Adolescent Behavior (New York: Philosophical Library, 1958), 


17. A. K. Cohen, Delinquent Boys: The Culture 
(Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1955), p. 129. 

18. Ibid., p. 121. 

19. Ibid., pp. 128-30. 
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Cohen’s image of the working-class boy . . , standing alone to 
face humiliation at the hands of middle-class agents is difiScult to 
comprehend. To add to this picture of the pre-teen and teen-ager 
an intense desire to gain status in the middle-class system, which 
when frustrated provides sufficient basis for a reaction-formation 
response, is to overdraw him beyond recognition.^o 

Cohen’s tendency to equate high levels of aspiration 
among lower-class youth with an orientation toward the middle 
class implies that lower-class youth who are dissatisfied with 
their position (1) internalize middle-class values and (2) seek 
to leave tlieir class of origin and affiliate with the carriers of 
middle-class values. We submit, however, that this may be 
true of some discontented lower-class youth but not of all. It 
is our view that many discontented lower-class youth do not 
wish to adopt a middle-class way of life or to disrupt their 
present associations and negotiate passage into middle-class 
groups. The solution they seek entails the acquisition of higher 
position in terms of lower-class rather than middle-class 
criteria. 

Our point may be illustrated by referring again to Miller’s 
typology of lower-class adolescents (pp. 72-73). He describes 
boys of type 1 as “ ‘stable’ lower-class [members] who, for all 
practical purposes, do not aspire to higher status.” This cate- 
gory thus seems to be identical with what Whyte and Cohen re- 
fer to as “corner boys.”^^ According to Miller, “There is evi- 
dence that type 1, the ‘nonaspiring’ lower-class youngster, is far 
more common than generally supposed, and that this group 
does not seem to be getting smaller, and may be getting 
larger.”^^ As it turns out, however, Miller’s own data raise 
serious question about whether a category of stable, nonaspir- 
ing lower-class youth exists at all. Consider only the following 
description of this category: 

20. J. I. Kitsuse and D. C. Dietrick, "Delinquent Boys: A 
Critique,” American Sociological Review, Vol. 24, No. 2 (April 1959), 

pp. 211-12. 

21. See Miller’s comments in W. C. Kvaraceus and W. B. Miller, 
Delinquent Behavior: Culture and the Individual (Washington, D. C.: 
National Education Association, 1959), p. 72. 

22. Ibid., p. 73. 
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In common with most adolescents in American society, the lower- 
class corner group manifests a dominant concern with “status/ 
What differentiates this type of group from others, however, is the 
particular set of criteria and weighting thereof by which “status” 
is defined. In general, status is achieved and maintained hy demon- 
strated possession of the valued qualities of lower-class culture. 
... It is important to stress once more that the individual orients 
to [success-goals] as they are defined within lower-class society.^® 

Thus Miller, despite his clear recognition of the importance of 
status striving among comer boys, tends to classify lower-class 
youth as “nonaspiring” if they do not orient themselves toward 
the middle class. Once we recognize that lower-class young- 
sters may experience intense position discontent without being 
oriented toward the middle class, we can classify lower-class 
youth to distinguish between boys who define success-goals 
in essentially lower-class terms and those who define them in 
essentially middle-class terms. 

Evidence from studies of social stratification suggests that 
the criteria people use to tank one another vary depending 
upon social-class position.^^ That is, there is not uniform 
agreement throughout the class structure as to the basis for 
invidious distinctions. The upper-class person tends to rank 
others primarily in terms of style of life and ancestry; the 
middle-class person, in terms of money and morality; the 
lower-class person, in terms of money alone. Except for the 
lower class, money is a significant but not a sufficient criterion 
of high rank; it must be translated into a way of life that 
symbolizes such things as “respectability.” The lower class, 

23. W. B. Miller, “Lower Class Culture as a Generating Milieu 
of Gang Delinquency,” Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 14, No. 3 (1958), 
p. 15. 

24. See, e g., W. L. Warner and P. S Lunt, The Social Life of a 
Modern Community (New Haven; Yale University Press, 1941), Vol. 
1, Yankee City Senes, p. 91. The fact that socioeconomic position in- 
fluences perceptions of the number of ranks and the criteria distinguish- 
ing ranks is evident from the data gathered by Warner and Lunt, 
although they did not stress this point. It remained for various critics 
of the Yankee City Series to emphasize the importance of class dif- 
ferentials in perceptions of social divisions. For a summary of these 
criticisms, see Ruth Rosner Kornhauser, “The Warner Approach to 
Social Stratification," in Bendix and Lipset, eds, op. cit., pp. 224-55. 
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by contrast, appears to make fewer distinctions in terms of 
life-style and social reputation. For many lower-class members, 
society is divided into two general categories of persons; those 
who have money, and those who do not. In this respect as in 
others, however, the lower class is extremely heterogeneous; 
money may be an important criterion of success for some but 
not for all. To many, the middle-class style of life may be the 
controlling model; the goal of such persons would be to rise 
into the middle class. Success within the lower-class world is 
doubtless the chief goal for many others, however; these per- 
sons are interested in maintaining their general membership 
affiliations but wish to rise within that structure. 

What we are here suggesting is that types of aspiration 
can be classified on the basis of whether or not the aspirer 
envisages a change in membership group. For the lower-class 
boy who seeks to change his economic position without shifting 
his style of life or associations, his membership group — tlie 
lower class — continues to be his primary reference group. 
However, lower-class youth in the “college boy” category en- 
visage a definite change in membership group. They take the 
style of life of the middle-class world as a frame of reference 
and are oriented toward eventual affiliation with the carriers 
of middle-class values. Furthermore, for some of these boys 
the anticipated shift in membership group may assume greater 
importance than potential shifts in economic position. There 
are doubtless many “college boys” who, if faced with a choice 
between a high-paying position as a master craftsman (or a 
racketeer) and a low-paying position as a teacher, would 
choose the latter, for these youngsters are seeking a new way 
of life, a new definition of reputability, a new set of associa- 
tions. Hence they tend to devalue their membership group and 
to seek acceptance in a group that is less invidiously defined, 
if less well remunerated. Members of lower-middle-class pro- 
fessions — teachers, for example — ^probably accord higher value 
to respectability and life-style than to money as such. This is 
not to say that they would not like to improve their financial 
positions, but they probably would not relinquish their style 
of life and social position in order to maximize financial gain 
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(for example, by entering a manual occupation that is more 
highly remunerated than teaching). 

Once we recognize that level of aspiration may entail a 
change in economic position or in reference group or both, 
we can then classify lower-class youth as follows: 

OR(ENrAT<ON OF lOWFR-ClASS YOUTH 
CATEGORIES OF Toward Momberjhip Toword Improvemdnf In 

tOWER-ClASS YOUTH »n Middle Cion Economic Position 

Typo I + + 

Type 11 + 

Type 111 — + 

Type IV — — 

Types I and II are composed of the “college boys” so 
vividly portrayed by Whyte. Those of type I place equal em- 
phasis on change in economic position and in reference group. 
Youth of type II regard a change in membership group as a 
more important goal than a change in economic position. Youth 
of type III are oriented toward a definition of success that 
stresses a change in economic position, but they do not seek 
to change their style of life or to affiliate with the carriers of 
middle-class values. Those of type IV are genuinely nonaspir- 
ing, for they do not exhibit serious distress about remaining 
in their present membership-group position and their present 
economic status. These four categories, then, are distinguished 
by the criteria of success that they employ. All these criteria 
define ends that come within the scope of “culturally approved 
goals,” although the particular goals vary. 

. One potential value of this typology is that it may cor- 
relate with a typology of delinquent behavior. Youngsters of 
types I and II may react to status discontent differently front 
those of type III. For example, it may be that property de- 
struction is a type of delinquency that is characteristic of types 
I and II, according to Cohen’s contention that youngsters who 
are thwarted in the quest for middle-class status may, by a 
process of reaction-formation, come to devalue what they 
secretly prize (see Chap. 5). The members of certain esoteric 
adolescent cults, such as the “hipster” groups which empha- 
size jazz and sex, may also be frustrated aspirants for middle- 
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class status; although not specifically delinquent, these cults 
are on the borderline between tolerated and illegal behavior. 
However, we do not think that the seriously delinquent con- 
stituents of the criminal, conflict, and retreatist subcultures 
are drawn from types I and II, It is our view that they are 
more likely to be from type III, and that the process by which 
such persons become delinquent has less to do with reaction- 
formation than with the selective withdrawal or qualification 
of sentiments supporting the legitimacy of institutional norms 
(see pp. 16-20). The literature on lower-class delinquent sub- 
cultures is replete with references to the conspicuous consump- 
tion of wealth: delinquents repeatedly remark that they want 
“big cars,” “flashy clothes,” and “swell dames” (see Chaps. 6 
and 7). These symbols of success, framed primarily in eco- 
nomic terms rather than in terms of middle-class life-styles, 
suggest to us that the participants in delinquent subcultures are 
seeking higher status within their own cultural milieu. If legiti- 
mate paths to higher status become restricted, then the delin- 
quent subculture provides alternative (albeit illegal) avenues. 
Our discussion in the remaining chapters of this book is there- 
fore concerned primarily with type III youth, for these, we 
believe, are the principal constituents of delinquent subcultures. 

This typology, it might also be noted, can also be used 
in respecifying the much discussed conflict between lower- 
class youth and carriers of middle-class values — a conflict 
which is often said to have a direct bearing upon the etiology 
of delinquency. Youth of types I and II, who aspire to enter 
the middle class, exhibit values that are essentially congruent 
with those of the middle-class carriers with whom they come 
in contact in school and settlement houses. Value differences 
are therefore not a source of conflict for these adolescents. 
If pressures for deviant behavior do arise among such boys, 
the reason may be, as Cohen argues, that many of them lack 
the skills and attitudes that make conformity with middle-class 
values possible. Hence they are led to devalue what they 
secretly desire but cannot achieve. 

Type III youth, we contend, experience tire greatest 
conflict with middle-class carriers, who not only devalue the 
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lower-class style of life and seek to induce a desire for change 
in membership group but also devalue the materialistic suc- 
cess-goals toward which type III adolescents orient themselves. 
Type III youth, in short, are looked down upon both for what 
they do not want (i.e., the middle-class style of life) and for 
what they do want (i.e., “crass materialism”). 

Unlike type III youth, who are devalued because they 
want the “wrong” things, type IV youth — the “corner boys,” 
who are not strongly oriented toward social mobility in any 
sphere — are criticized principally because they are “unmoti- 
vated.” They doubtless resent the invidious definition of their 
way of life implicit in their contacts with middle-class agents, 
but this resentment can be largely managed by minimizing in- 
teraction. Thus the comer boy plays hookey from school and 
avoids the settlement house. 

Note that our hypothesis challenges the view that the 
school participates in producing delinquency by imposing 
middle-class success-goals which lower-class youth cannot 
achieve. Type III youth are alienated from the school because 
of a conflict regarding appropriate success-goals; this conflict 
simply reinforces their own definitions of criteria of success. 
H these youngsters subsequently become delinquent, it is chiefly 
because they anticipate that le^timate channels to the goals 
they seek will be limited or closed. 


Barriers to Legitimate Opportunity 


‘Education,” Lipset and Bendix have remarked, “has be- 
come the principal avenue for upward mobility in most in- 
dustrial nations,” particularly in the United States. The number 
of nonmanual occupations that can be fruitfully pursued with- 
out extensive educational background is diminishing and will 
doubtless continue to do so as our occupational structure be- 
comes increasingly technical and specialized.^® This being the 


tr! 1 L'PSet and Reinhard Bendix, Social Mobility in Jndus- 

Cali- 
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case, we might focus our discussion of barriers to opportunity 
on the question of barriers to education. 

It should be pointed out, however, that educational at- 
tainment does not necessarily enable the lower-class person to 
overcome the disadvantages of his low social origins. 

Thus workers’ sons with “some college” education are about as 
well off [financially] as a group as the sons of nonmanual fathers 
who have graduated from high school but not attended college. 
Similarly, high school graduation for the sons of workers results 
in their being only slightly better off than the sons of nonmanual 
workers who have not completed high school.^s 

To the extent that one’s social origins, despite education, still 
constitute a restraining influence on upward movement, we 
may assume that other objective consequences of social posi- 
tion intervene, such as the ability of one’s family to give one a 
start in a business or profession by supplying funds or influ- 
ential contacts. Nevertheless, the lower-class boy who fails to 
secure an education is likely to discover that he has little 
chance of improving his circumstances. Hence acute discon- 
tent may be generated, leading in turn to aberrant behavior. 

Although education is widely valued in our society, it is 
not equally valued among the several social classes. Hyman 
has summarized a national survey in which a sample of 500 
youths was asked: “About how much schooling do you think 
most young men need these days to get along well in the 
world?” The results are shown in Table 2. 


Table 2 

Class Differentials in Emphasis on the Need 
for College Education 

(201 Males Aged 14 to 20)' 


Socioeconomic Position 

Per Cent Recommending 

of Family 

a College Education 

WeoUhy and prosperous 

74 

Middle doss 

63 

lower class 

42 


Number of 
RorpondenU 

39 

100 

62 


• H. H. Hyman, "The Vo!ue Syjiems of Different Clasresi A Social-Prycholosleol Con- 
tilhution to the Anolyils of Slrotlflcolion;" fn Rotntiard Eendtic ond S, M, Up<ol, ed»., C/air, 
Status and Power {Glencoe, lll.t Free Frost, 1953}. p. 432. 


26. Ibid., p. 99. 
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Table 2, like others that Hyman presents, shows that a 
sizable proportion of persons at each point in the social struc- 
ture consider a college education desirable. Even in the lowest 
level of society, the proportion who emphasize the need for 
education is not small. But it is also true that there are strong 
differences from one stratum to another. In general, the pro- 
portion recommending higher education increases with each 
upward step in the socioecononric hierarchy. 

Given the fundamental importance of education to social 
advancement, how are we to account for these class differen- 
tials in emphasis on the value of education? Why is it that a 
substantial proportion of lower-class males aged 14 to 20 do 
not orient themselves toward acquiring higher education? 


CULTURA.L BARRIERS 

The lower class is still influenced to some extent by the 
persistence of values brought to our shores by immigrants 
from various peasant cultures in which education was not 
greatly stressed or was even devalued. Toby has remarked on 
this point in his comparison of Jewish and Italian immigrants 
and their descendants. 

27. See Jackson Toby, “Hoodlum or Businessman; An American 
Dilemma,” in Marshall Sklare, ed., T/ie Jews: Social Patterns of an 
American Group (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1958), pp. 548-50, from 
which the excerpts that follow are taken. There are, of course, other 
features of lower-class socialization that inhibit mobility. Such traits 
as the inability to defer gratification, the unwillingness to postpone 
marriage and family, the lack of readiness to minimize obligations 
to family of orientation and to maximize investment in occupational 
preparation, and the inability to sever peer ties and to move easily 
into new groups are apparently more characteristic of the lower than of 
the middle class. A number of studies have shown that the capacity 
to defer gratification, for example, is stressed by middle-class parents 
to a greater extent than by lower-class parents. Similarly, middle-class 
youth are encouraged if not expected to minimize kinship ties and to 
devote their energies to occupational achievement, whereas among 
certain groups -in the lower class young people are expected to main- 
tain close ties with the family. These kinship obligations often inter- 
fere with occupational obligations and thus detract from occupational 
achievement. In these respects, then, the lower-class child is not so 
well prepared as his middle-class counterpart to take advantage of 
traditional avenues to higher position. For a review of studies bearing 



7 00 


Jews and Italians came to the United States in large numbers at 
about the same time — the turn of the century — and both settled 
in urban areas. There was, however, a very different attitude to- 
ward intellectual accomplishment in the two cultures. Jews from 
Eastern Europe regarded religious study as the most important ac- 
tivity for an adult male. The rabbi enjoyed great prestige because 
he was a scholar, a teacher, a logician. . . . Life in America gave 
a secular emphasis to the Jewish reverence for learning. Material 
success is a more important motive than salvation for American 
youngsters, Jewish as well as Christian, and secular education is 
better training for business and professional careers than Talmudic 
exegesis. Nevertheless, intellectual achievement continued to be val- 
ued by Jews — and to have measurable effects. Second-generation 
Jewish students did homework diligently, got high grades, went to 
college in disproportionate numbers, and scored high on intelligence 
tests. Two thousand years of preparation lay behind them. 

Immigrants from Southern Italy, on the other hand, tended to re- 
gard formal education either as a frill or as a source of dangerous 
ideas from which the minds of the young should be protected. They 
remembered Sicily, where a child who attended school regularly 
was a rarity. In the United States, many Southern Italian immi- 
grants maintained the same attitudes. They resented compulsory 
school-attendance laws and prodded their children to go to work 
and become economic assets as soon as possible. They did not 
realize that education has more importance in an urban-industrial 
society than in a serai-feudal one. . . . [Children] accepted their 
parents’ conception of the school as worthless and thereby lost 
their best opportunity for social ascent. 

Second-generation Italian youngsters, having failed in school, 
tended to quit and go to work. But employment oportunities 
for the uneducated do not usually afford much chance for 
advancement. Consequently, according to Toby, frustrations 
increased and the young turned to illegitimate activities. 

Second-generation Italian boys became delinquent in dispropor- 
tionately large numbers. In New York City, 39 per cent of the 
white delinquents of foreign-born parents in 1930 were of Italian 
origin, although less than 22 per cent of the white families with 
foreign-born heads were of that ethnic group. In Chicago, second- 
generation Italian boys in the years of 1927-33 had an appearance 
rate in the Cook County Juvenile Court twice as high as white 
boys generally. 

upon class-related attitudes and values influencing mobility patterns, 
see Lipset and Bendix, op. cit. 
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The figures for Jewish adolescents were quite different: 

Second-generation Jewish youths had less reason to become hood- 
lums . . . for their chances in the marketplace were excellent. 
... In New York City, for example, Jewish youngsters constituted 
in 1930 about a quarter of the white delinquents— although the 
Jewish population at large was estimated to be about a third of 
the total white population of the city. . . . Crude though these data 
are, they show that the probability of becoming a hoodlum was 
not the same for second-generation Jews and second-generation 
Italians. 

Toby concludes that “some youths become hoodlums instead 
of businessmen, not because they lack the ability to succeed 
legitimately . . . but because they find out too late the re- 
lationship between school adjustment and [upward social 
mobility].”^® 


STRUCTURAL BARRIERS 

Despite their importance, these cultural barriers, we 
contend, do not fully account for class differentials in the 
values placed on education. Success-themes, as we have noted, 
are widely diffused throughout our society. In fact, there is 
reason to think that lower-class persons experience a relatively 
greater sense of position discontent than persons higher in the 
social structure. By the same token, it is doubtful that lower- 
class persons are unaware of the general importance assigned 
to education in our society or of the relationship between edu- 
cation and social mobility. But they are probably also very 
much aware of their limited opportunities to secure access to 

28. Whyte made much the same point in his study of lower- 
class youth (op. cit., p. 273): “Our society places a high value upon 
social mobility. ... To get ahead, the Cornerville man must move 
either in the world of business and Republican politics or in the world 
of Democratic politics and the rackets He cannot rise in both worlds 
at once. ... If he advances in the first world, he is recognized by so- 
ciety at large^ as a successful man, but he is recognized in Cornerville 
only as an alien to the district. If he advances in the second world, he 
achieves recognition in Cornerville but becomes a social outcast to the 
respectable people elsewhere. The entire course of the corner boy’s 
raining in the social life of his district prepares him for a career in the 
rackets or in Democratic politics.” 


11 
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educational facilities. Educational achievement is not just a 
matter of favorable attitudes; opportunities must be available 
to those who seek them. For many members of the lower class, 
struggling to maintain a minimum level of subsistence, the 
goal of advanced education must seem remote indeed. In a 
family that can scarcely afford food, shelter, and clothing, 
pressure is exerted upon the young to leave school early in 
order to secure employment and thereby help the family. In 
a recent study of an extensive sample of adolescents in Nash- 
ville, Tennessee, Reiss and Rhodes found that most adolescents 
who quit school did so not because they devalued education 
but because they wanted to go to work immediately. Quitting 
school, their data show, is not necessarily a negative or rebel- 
lious response to compulsory-attendance laws but may be a 
necessary response to economic pressures.-® 

In the past few decades, a variety of studies have con- 
cluded that there are marked class differentials in access to 
educational facilities.®® The lower the social position of one’s 
father, the less likely that one can take advantage of educa- 
tional opportunities. Furthermore, class differentials in access 
to educational facilities are not explained by differences in 
intelligence. If children from various social classes who have 
the same general intelligence are compared, differentials in 
chances to acquire an education still obtain. 

The influence of economic barriers to education can be 
inferred from studies of situations in which these barriers 
have been temporarily relaxed. Warner and his associates, for 
example, observed a “sharp increase in college and high school 

29. A. J. Reiss and A. L. Rhodes, "Are Educational Norms and 
Goals of Conforming and Delinquent Adolescents Influenced by Group 
Position in American Society?” Journal of Negro Education (Summer 
1959), pp. 262-66. 

30. See W. L. Warner, R. J. Havighurst, and M. B. Loeb, Who 
Shall Be Educated — The Challenge of Unequal Opportunities (New 
York: Harper & Bros., 1944); Lipset and Bendix, op. cit.; Elbridge 
Sibley, “Some Demographic Clues to Stratification,” American Soci- 
ological Review, Vol. 7 (June 1942), pp. 322-30; and George F. 
Zuok, “The Findings and Recommendations of the President’s Com- 
mission on Higher Education,” Bulletin of the American Association 
of University Professors, Vol. 35 (Spring 1949), pp. 17-22. 



] 0 3 Goals, Norms, and Anomie 

enrollment [resulting from] the establishing of the National 
Youth Administration student-aid program in 1935.”^^ In a 
more recent study, Mulligan examined the proportions of stu- 
dents from various socioeconomic strata enrolled in a Mid- 
western university before and during the G. I. Bill of Rights 
educational program. Not surprisingly, his data show that as 
a result of the government-aid program a larger proportion of 
students was drawn from the lower echelons of the society. 
This strongly suggests that the lower class contains many per- 
sons who desire higjier education but cannot ordinarily afford 
to acquire it.^^ 

It is our view that class differentials in the value placed 
on education reflect in large part differentials in the availability 
of educational opportunities. What we are suggesting is that 
lower-class attitudes toward education are adaptive; that is, 
expectations are scaled down to accord with the realistic limita- 
tions on access to educational opportunities. Educational at- 
tainment and related forms of goal-striving are thus eschewed 
not so much because they are inherently devalued as because 
access to them is relatively restricted. Although these cultural 
orientations, once crystallized, persist as major obstacles to 
the utilization of opportunity, it should be remembered that 
they emerged initially as adaptive responses to socially struc- 
tured deprivations.^® 

31. W. L. Warner et a!., op. cit., p. 53. Commenting on financial 
barriers to higti-school attendance, Warner and his associates note; 
“There is a substantial out-of-pocket cost attached to attendance at a 
‘free’ high school. . . . Students can go to school and spend little or no 
money. But [the poor] are barred from many of the school activities, 
they cannot even take regular laboratory courses, and they must go 
around in what is to high-school youngsters the supremely embarras- 
sing condition of having no change to rattle in their pockets, no money 
to contribute to a party, no possibility of being independent in their 
dealings with their friends” (pp. 53-54). For a further discussion of 
these and related matters, see A. B. Hollingshead, Elmtown’s Youth 
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1949). 

32. R. A. Mulligan, “Socio-Economic Background and College 
Enrollment,” American Sociological Review, Vol. 16, No. 2 (Anril 
1951), pp. 188-96. 

33. In this connection, Hyman {op. cit., p. 437) summarizes 
data which show that there are distinct differentials by class in judg- 
ments regarding the accessibility of success-goals. Thus 63 per cent of 
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Alternative Avenues to Success-Goals 

If traditional channels to higher position, such as education, 
are restricted for large categories of people, then pressures 
will mount for the use of alternative routes. Studies have shown 
that some lower-class persons orient themselves toward oc- 
cupations in the field of entertainment and sports.^^ People of 
modest social origins who have been conspicuously successful 
in these spheres often become salient models for the young 
in depressed sectors of the society. The heavyweight champion, 
the night-club singer, the baseball star — these symbolize the 
possibility of achieving success in conventional terms despite 
poor education and low social origins. The businessman, the 
physicist, and the physician, on the other hand, occupy roles 
to which the lower-class youngster has little access because of 
his limited educational opportunities. By orienting himself to- 
ward occupations which offer some hope of success in spite 
of poor social origins and education, the lower-class boy fol- 
lows a legitimate alternative to traditional avenues to success- 
goals. 

But the dilemma of many lower-class people is that their 
efforts to locate alternative avenues to success-goals are futile, 
for these alternatives are often just as resticted as educational 
channels, if not more so. One has only to think of the many 
lower-class adolescents who go into the “fight game,” hoping 
to win great social rewards — money and glamor — ^by sheer 
physical exertion and stamina. A few succeed, but the over- 

one sample of persons in professional and managerial positions felt 
that the “years ahead held good chances for advancement” while only 
48 per cent of a sample of factory workers gave this response. Further- 
more, the factory workers were more likely to think that “getting along 
well with the boss” or being a “friend or relative of the boss” were 
important determinants of mobility; professional and executive per- 
sonnel were more likely to stress “quality of work” and “energy and 
willingness.” Such findings suggest that lower-class persons perceive 
differentials in opportunity associated with social origins. See Chap. 5 
for a further discussion of this matter. 

34. Ibid., p. 437. 
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whelming majority are destined to fail. For these lower-class 
youth there seems no legitimate way out of poverty. In a so- 
ciety that did not encourage them to hold high aspirations, to 
devalue their station in life, to set their sights high, they might 
adjust more easily to their impoverished circumstances; but 
since social worth is so closely identified wtih social position 
in our society, discontent and frustration pervade the lower 
reaches of the social order.^® 

When pressures from unfulfilled aspirations and blocked 
opportunity become sufficiently intense, many lower-class 
youth turn away from legitimate channels, adopting other 
means, beyond conventional mores, which might offer a pos- 
sible route to success-goals. As Merton suggests, “It is only 
when a system of cultural values extols, virtually above all 
else, certain cotnmon success-goals for the population at large 
while the social structure rigorously restricts or completely 
closes access to approved modes of reaching these goals for a 
considerable part of the same population, that deviant behavior 
ensues on a large scale.”^® Discrepancies between aspirations 
and legitimate avenues thus produce intense pressures for the 
use of illegitimate alternatives. Many lower-class persons, in 
short, are the victims of a contradiction between the goals to- 
ward which they have been led to orient themselves and so- 
cially structured means of striving for these goals. Under these 
conditions, there is an acute pressure to depart from institu- 
tional norms and to adopt illegitimate alterntaives. Merton puts 
this tlieory as follows: 

Of those located in the lower reaches of the social structure, the 
culture makes incompatible demands. On the one hand, they are 
asked to orient their conduct toward the prospect of large wealth 
. . . and on the other, they are largely denied effective opportunities 
to do so^ institutionally. The consequence of this structural incon- 
sistency is a high rate of deviant behavior. The equilibrium between 

35. Poverty alone, as Durkheim, Merton, and others have made 
abundantly clear, is not necessarily a source of deviant behavior. But 
poverty coupled with culturally approved high aspirations under con- 

1 ions of limited opportunity can be an important source of pres- 
sures toward deviance. 

36. Merton, op. cit., p. 146. 



106 


culturally designated ends and means becomes highly unstable with 
progressive emphasis on attaining the prestige-laden ends by any 
means whatsoever.^’’ 

What we have been saying only points up all the more 
the fallacy of attributing delinquent responses in the lower 
class to inadequate socialization or simply to conformity with 
lower-class values. One can accept these perspectives only if it 
is assumed either that the lower class is highly disorganized 
and demoralized or that a large number of lower-class persons 
are unacculturated to the system of norms that prevails in our 
society generally. We contend, on the other hand, that wide- 
spread tendencies toward delinquent practices in the lower 
class are modes of adaptation to structured strains and incon- 
sistencies within the social order.®® These modes of adaptation 
are then passed on from one generation to another. 

Although we have been focusing upon class differentials 
in pressures toward deviant behavior, it should also be noted 
that these pressures affect males more than females and adoles- 
cents more than younger or older people. It is primarily the 
male who must go into the marketplace to seek employment, 
make a career for himself, and support a family. It is during 
adolescence that decisions regarding occupational selection 
and routes to occupational success must be made. The adoles- 
cent male in the lower class is therefore most vulnerable to 
pressures toward deviance arising from discrepancies between 
aspirations and opportunities for achievement. If educational 
facilities appear beyond his financial reach, life may seem to 
hold very few prospects for him. The “permanent” quality of 
this dilemma makes it all the more acute. If the problem were 
simply one of achieving adult status, it would be less severe, 
for adolescents are well aware that adult status will be accorded 
them eventually. But improving one’s lot in life constitutes a 
more enduring problem. We suggest that many lower-class 

37. Ibid. 

38. For a further discussion of adaptations to limited oppor- 
tunity, see Oscar Handlin, The Newcomers: Negroes ond Puerto 
Ricans in a Changing Metropolis (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1959), Chap. 4. 
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male adolescents experience desperation bom of the certainty 
that their position in the economic structure is relatively fixed 
and immutable — a desperation made all the more poignant by 
their exposure to a cultural ideology in which failure to orient 
oneself upward is regarded as a moral defect and failure to 
become mobile as proof of it. 

Delinquent subcultures, we believe, represent specialized 
modes of adaptation to this problem of adjustment. Two of 
these subcultures — the criminal and the conflict — ^provide il- 
legal avenues to success-goals. The retreatist subculture con- 
sists of a loosely stmctured group of persons who have 
withdrawn from competition in the larger society, who antici- 
pate defeat and now seek escape from the burden of failure. 
We turn now to a discussion of the processes by which these 
subcultures evolve. 



CHAPTER 



The Evolution of 
Delinquent Subcultures 


%SJhEN a social system generates se- 
vere problems of adjustment for occupants of a particular 
social status, it is possible that a collective challenge to the 
legitimacy of the established rules of conduct will emerge. As 
we have noted, this is especially likely to occur where a demo- 
cratic ideology exists, espousing equality of opportunity and 
universally high aspirations for success. Since discrepancies 
between aspiration and opportunity are likely to be experi- 
enced more intensely at some socid positions than at others, 
persons in status locations where the discrepancy is most acute 
may develop a common perception and sense of indignation 
about their disadvantages as contrasted with the advantages 
of others. Interaction among those sharing the same problem 
may provide encouragement for the withdrawal of sentiments 
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in support of the established system of norms. Once freed of 
allegiance to the existing set of rules, such persons may devise 
or adopt delinquent means of achieving success. 

A collective delinquent solution to an adjustment prob- 
lem is more likely to evolve by this process in a society in 
which the legitimacy of social rules can be questioned apart 
from their moral validity. For example, it would be relatively 
unlikely to develop in a tradition-bound, self-sufficient folk so- 
ciety where a complex network of closely integrated moral 
sentiments reinforce acceptance of the dominant norms. In 
such a society an intricate interweaving of sacred and secular 
motivations defines whatever is as right. In the secular, com- 
petitive, impersonal, mass society of the modern Western 
world, on the other hand, the necessity for highly specialized 
activities has enormously complicated the task of maintain- 
ing a cohesive and stable order.^ It has become more and 
more difficult to identify universally shared moral sentiments 
which will guarantee allegiance to the dominant norms of 
the society. The long, complex chains of relationships re- 
quired to integrate the social and economic life of the society 
permit the development of special beliefs, values, and norms 
at different social locations and the dissolution of links in 
the established structure of beliefs, values, and norms. What 
seems expedient, rational, and efficient often becomes sep- 
arable from what is traditional, sacred, and moral as a 
basis for the imputation of legitimacy. Under such conditions 
it is difficult for persons at different social positions to agree 
about the forms of conduct that are both expedient and morally 
right. Once this separation takes place, the supporting struc- 
ture of the existing system of norms becomes highly vulner- 
able. When the individual defines his commitment to the domi- 
nant system of norms on the basis of expediency rather than 
moral validity, his sentiments may become attached to some 

1. There is an extensive body of theoretical and empirical obser- 
vations in anthropological and sociological literature distinguishing the 
characteristics and problems of folk and urban societies. See, e.g., 
Robert Redfield, “The Folk Society,” American Journal of Sociology, 
Vol. S2 (1947), pp. 293-308; and Howard Becker, “Sacred and Secu- 
lar Societies,” Social Forces, Vol. 28 (1950), pp. 361-76. 
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competing set of norms more to his advantage. It is even pos- 
sible that he may attribute legitimacy on the grounds of ex- 
pediency to rules of conduct that he regards at the same time 
as morally inferior to some competing set of norms. 

To understand the growth of delinquent subcultures, we 
must identify more explicitly the social conditions within which 
this alienation from established norms and acceptance of il- 
legitimate models of behavior occurs. It seems evident that 
the members of a newly emerging delinquent subculture must 
pass through a complex process of change in attitudes toward 
themselves, other persons, and the established social order be- 
fore such a major shift in allegiance can take place. First, 
they must be freed from commitment to and belief in the 
legitimacy of certain aspects of the existing organization of 
means. They must be led to question the validity of various 
conventional codes of conduct as an appropriate guide for 
their own actions before accepting a model of behavior in- 
volving forbidden acts. Secondly, they must join with others 
in seeking a solution to their adjustment problems rather than 
attempt to solve them alone. Thirdly, they must be provided 
with appropriate means for handling the problems of guilt and 
fear which new recruits to the subculture sometimes experience 
as a result of engaging in acts of deviance. Finally, they must 
face no obstacles to the possibility of joint problem-solving. In 
this chapter we shall consider each of these four necessary 
conditions for the development of collective patterns of delin- 
quent conduct. In later chapters we shall consider the condi- 
tions that promote particular types of delinquent subculture. 


The Process of Alienation^ 

A COMMON SOURCE of alienation from the dominant norms of 
a social group is failure, or the anticipation of failure, in aehiev- 
ing success-goals by socially approved means. As we have in- 

2. In this chapter we use the term “alienation” to characterize a 
process of withdrawal of attributions of legitimacy from established 
social norms. The focus is on the degree of isolation from these norms 
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dicated, lower-class male adolescents frequently find themselves 
at a competitive disadvantage in gaining access to legitimate 
routes to success. Many of them intuitively sense or consciously 
perceive that they cannot “make the grade.” Whether or not 
they will -become alienated and repudiate the established or- 
ganization of approved means depends in large measure on 
the way in which they account for their actual or potential 
failure. 

THE EXPLANATION OF FAILURE 

It is our view that the most significant step in the with- 
drawal of sentiments supporting the legitimacy of conventional 
norms is the attribution of the cause of failure to the social 
order rather than to oneself, for the way in which a person 
explains his failure largely determines what he will do about 
it. Some persons who have experienced a marked discrepancy 
between aspirations and achievements may look outward, at- 
tributing their failure to the existence of unjust or arbitrary 
institutional arrangements which keep men of ability and am- 
bition from rising in the social structure. Such persons do not 
, view their failure as a reflection of personal inadequacy but 
instead blame a cultural and social system that encourages 
everyone to reach for success while differentially restricting 
access to the success-goals. In contrast to this group there are 
individuals who attribute failure to their own inadequacies — 
to a lack of discipline, zeal, intelligence, persistence, or other 
personal quality. 

Whether the “failure” blames the social order or himself 
is of central importance to the understanding of deviant con- 
duct. When a person ascribes bis failure to injustice in the 
social system, he may criticize that system, bend his efforts 
toward reforming it, or disassociate himself from it — ^in other 
words, he may become alienated from the established set of 
social norms. He may even be convinced that he is justified in 

rather than on the illegitimate rules of conduct subsequently evolved. 
For a recent attempt to distinguish various uses of this concept, see 
Melvin Seeman, “On the Meaning, of Alienation,” American Sociolog- 
ical Review, Vol. 24 (Dec. 1959), pp. 783-91. 
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evading these norms in his pursuit of success-goals. The indi- 
vidual who locates the source of his failure in his own inade- 
quacy, on the other hand, feels pressure to change himself 
ratJier than the system. Suffering from a loss of self-esteem, he 
must either develop mechanisms that will protect him from 
these feelings of personal inadequacy or work toward elimi- 
nating them by developing greater personal competence. By 
implication, then, attributing failure to one’s own faults re- 
veals an attitude supporting the legitimacy of the existing 
norms. 

Despite the importance of this problem, relatively little 
is known about the conditions that lead to external rather than 
internal attributions of causality. The problem has received 
more attention in recent years, however, particularly from 
psychologists interested in studying social perception.^ One 
of their major concerns has been to identify the types of per- 
sonality that characteristically attribute causality to themselves 
or to the world without.-* Ultimately, however, inquiry must 

3. See, inter alia, Renato Tagiuri and Luigi Petrullo, eds., Person 
Perception and Interpersonal Behavior (Stanford; Stanford University 
Press, 1958), especially the paper by Fritz Heider, “Social Perception 
and Phenomenal Causality,” pp. 1-22. 

4. See, e.g., Rosenzweig’s classification of reactions to frustra- 
tion which result in the attribution of blame to the outer world or to 
oneself. Each of the various types of reaction tends to dominate in a 
given personality type. (S. Rosenzweig, “The Experimental Measure- 
ment of Types of Reaction to Frustration,” in H. A. Murray, ed.. 
Explorations in Personality [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1938], 
pp. 585-99.) More recent work by Rotter and his students shifts the 
focus slightly from explaining different forms of causal attribution to 
identifying the personality and situational correlates of “internal and 
external control of reinforcements” in the framework of learning 
theory. (J. B. Rotter, Social Learning and Clinical Psychology [New 
York: Prentice Hall, 1954]; and W. H. James and J. B. Rotter, “Par- 
tial and One Hundred Per Cent Reinforcement Under Chance and 
Skill Conditions,” Journal of Experimental Psychology , Vol. 55 [May 
1958], pp. 397-403.) 

A very promising line of inquiry is being pursued by Schroder 
and Hunt, who employ an interactional scheme and study the response 
of different personality types to failure and criticism under different 
situational circumstances. (H. M. Schroder and D. E. Hunt, “Failure- 
Avoidance in Situational Interpretation and Problem Solving,” Psy- 
chological Monographs, Vol. 71, No. 3 [1957]; and also Schroder and 
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also be directed toward identifying the personal and social 
factors that account for such personality differences. Merton 
has noted the need for this type of research most clearly; 

At this point, it is clear that research is needed to discover the 
structure of those social situations which typically elicit self-evalu- 
ations or internalized judgments — for example, where comparison 
with the achievements of specified others leads to invidious self- 
depreciation, to a sense of personal inadequacy — and the stracture 
of those situations which typically lead to evaluations of institu- 
tions or externalized judgments — for example, where comparison 
with others leads to a sense of institutional inadequacies, to the 
judgment that the social system militates against any close cor- 
respondence between individual merit and social reward. . . . The 
sociological factors which lead men to consider their own, rela- 
tively low, social position as legitimate, as well as those which 
lead them to construe their position as a result of defective and 
possibly unjustified social arrangements clearly comprise a problem 
area of paramount theoretical and political impoitance. When are 
relatively slim life-chances taken by men as a normal and ex- 
pectable state of affairs which they attribute to their own personal 
inadequacies and when are they regarded as the results of an arbi- 
trary social system of mobility, in which rewaids are not propor- 
tioned to ability?® 

We should like to suggest two situational variables that seem 
to us rewarding approaches to an investigation of the social 
conditions that produce external attributions of blame for fail- 
ure: (1) the relative discrepancy between institutionally in- 
duced expectations (as distinct from aspirations) and possi- 
bilities of achievement, which produces a sense of unjust de- 
privation; and (2) highly visible barriers to the achievement 
of aspirations, which give rise to feelings of discrimination. 

EXPECTATIONS AND UNJUST DEPRIVATION 

Every'one who maintains social relationships with others 
participates in a social order made up of shared definitions 
and expectations. Even in the multifarious fleeting contacts of 

Hunt, Dispositional Effects upon Conformity at Different Levels of 
Discrepancy,” of Personafiiy, Vol. 26 [19581, pp. 243-85.) 

5. R. K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (Glencoe, 
III.; Free Press, 1957), p. 240. 
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everyday life, we are continually engaged in creating a working 
consensus of rules and definitions which permits us to conduct 
successful!}' our joint social endeavors.® In those institution- 
alized patterns of social relationships which constitute the major 
areas of our interests, such as family life, school, or work, the 
rules and definitions with which we must deal tend to be clearer 
and more firmly established. Every group develops criteria of 
excellence around its basic activities to wiiich group members 
are encouraged to refer in framing judgments or making de- 
cisions, In school situations the task-organization and grading 
system encourages comparisons on the basis of reading, writing, 
and arithmetic skills, verbal fluency, and the like. Outside 
school, adolescents develop criteria around athletic prowess, 
physical attractiveness, skill in social repartee, and the like. 
These and similar definitions and criteria are part of a cultural 
heritage which we assimilate almost unwittingly as we grow up. 
It is true that the criteria change and that to some extent we 
can resist them or suggest new ones; yet the interests of new- 
comers carry little weight against the tradition-laden investments 
of those who have been successfully socialized. It takes collective 
resistance or catastrophic crises to bring about major shifts in 
the definitional structure of those basic social institutions which 
engage most of our daily effort and attention. 

As individuals, we use these socially sanctioned criteria 
to locate ourselves and others in the social order."^ We use 

6. For a stimulating analysis of the consensual nature of under- 
standings in everyday social contacts, sec Erving Goffman, The Pres- 
entation of Self in Everyday Life (New York: Doubleday Anchor 
Books, 1959). 

7. The choice and development of careers, both legitimate and 
illegitimate, in relation to the structure of social definitions and op- 
portunities which the community provides have long been of interest 
to sociologists. See especially the life-history documents assembled by 
Clifford Shaw and his associates in C. R. Shaw, The Jack-Roller 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1930); Shaw, The Natural 
History of a Delinquent Career (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1931); Shaw, Brothers in Crime (Chicago: University of Chi- 
cago Press, 1938); E. H. Sutherland, The Professional Thief (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1937); and E. C. Hughes, Men and Their 
Work (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1958). In recent years there has 
been renewed interest in this approach to the study of deviant careers; 
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them to judge our appearance, ability, demeanor, knowledge, 
and conduct in relation to others in the same situation. We rate 
ourselves and others as more or less successful, good, or praise- 
worthy in accordance with these socially established standards.® 
Yet there are often significant discrepancies between, the criteria 
which are upheld by the formal ideology of the social order 
and those which are actually used in making choices, decisions, 
or judgments — that is, between those criteria which should 
and those which do control social evaluations. Even in a demo- 
cratic society, for example, where the dominant ideology stresses 
criteria based on social equality, talent, skill, knowledge, and 
achievement, many competitive selections and judgments take 
account of such nonuniversalistic criteria as race, religion, fam- 
ily prestige, wealth, social class, and personal friendship. 

Data gathered during World War 11 illustrate the effect 
of the discrepancy between formal eligibility for advancement 
and actual or potential achievement on attitudes toward official 
norms." The research team was interested in discovering rela- 
tive satisfaction with chance of promotion among soldiers in 
three different branches of the army, which had quite different 
promotion rates. To the question ‘‘Do you think a soldier with 
ability has a good chance for promotion?” the soldiers in all 
three groups were asked to choose among four answers: “a 
very good chance,” “a fairly good chance,” “undecided,” and 
“not much or no chance.” 

In general, the results indicate that those who are eligible 
for promotion in terms of the formal criteria but who have not 


see, c.g., Erving Coffman, “The Moral Career of the Mental Patient,” 
Psychiatry, Vol. 22 (May 1959), pp. 123-42. An interesting attempt, 
to apply this perspective systematically to the study of different types 
of deviant social role is E. M. Lemert, Social Pathology (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1951). 


8. The institutionalized structure of reference-group orientations 
and the social and psychological determinants of the comparisons 
that people make in different situations are subjects that have inter- 
ested sociologists and psychologists in recent years. For a useful com- 
mentary on work in this area, see Merton, op. cit„ pp. 281-386. 

L, C. DeVinney, Shirley A. 

American Soldier: Adjustment 
IpS^PP 250 7^^' ^ Princeton University Press, 
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been advanced tend to be most critical of the system. As one 
would expect, the lower the rank (holding length of service 
and education constant), the more critical the opinion about 
the promotion system. Within the same rank, those with either 
more education or greater length of service were more critical. 
When different branches were compared, members of the Air 
Corps, in which the highest expectations of advancement pre- 
vailed, showed the highest proportions of critical judgments 
about the promotion system. 

Another research survey sought to discover what factors 
determined promotion in the army, in the opinion of the soldiers. 
A representative cross-section of white enlisted men in the 
United States in January 1943 was asked: “How do you think 
the men in your outfit were selected for promotion?” Among 
the privates and PFC’s, the greater the length of service, the 
greater the stress on “bootlicking or playing politics” rather than 
“ability” as the basis for promotion; in fact, those with one to 
three years of service gave bootlicking as the reason more than 
twice as often as those with less than six months of service (35 
per cent as opposed to 15 per cent). Among those enlisted men 
with one to three years of service, 35 per cent of the privates 
and PFC’s but only 1 6 per cent of the noncommissioned oflicers 
chose bootlicking; 28 per cent of the privates and PFC’s as 
compared with 53 per cent of the noncoms chose ability as the 
reason for promotion, A survey of American corporals and 
privates in fighter groups in England in December 1943 showed 
comparable results; of the college-educated respondents, 64 
per cent chose “having an ‘in’ witli the right people” in contrast 
to 14 per cent who checked “ability on the job” as the most im- 
portant reason for promotion. The comparable percentages for 
those with grade-school or some high-school education were 
42 and 27 per cent, respectively. 

These studies suggest that there are identifiable condi- 
tions under which individuals will tend to attribute failure to 
external factors. Those who appraise themselves as better 
equipped than their fellows according to the formal criteria of 
advancement seem inclined to blame the system rather than 
themselves when their expectations of achievement are not met. 
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Furthermore, -when the better-qualified are denied opportunities 
to satisfy their expectations for promotion they are much more 
likely to perceive discrepancies between the formal criteria of 
evaluation and those which are actually operative. In a system 
that stresses ability as the basis of advancement, the failures 
who view themselves as equal in ability to those who succeed 
tend to feel unjustly deprived of opportunities which on formal 
grounds should be theirs also. Thus they come to believe that 
bootlicking and not ability paves the way to promotion. 

It is our impression that a sense of being unjustly deprived 
of access to opportunities to which one is entitled is common 
among those who become participants in delinquent subcul- 
tures. Delinquents tend to be persons who have been led to 
expect opportunities because of their potential ability to meet 
the formal, institutionally established criteria of evaluation.^* 
Their sense of injustice arises from the failure of the system to 
fulfill these expectations. Their criticism is not directed inward 
since they regard themselves in comparison with their fellows 
as capable of meeting the formal requirements of the system. 
It has frequently been noted that delinquents take especial de- 
light in discovering hypocrisy in the operation of the established 
social order. They like to point out that “it’s who you know, 
not what you know” that enables one to advance or gain coveted 
social rewards. They become convinced that bribery, black- 
mail, fear-inspiring pressure, special influence, and similar 
factors are more important than the publicly avowed criteria 
of merit. 

The sense of unjust deprivation can play a significant role 
in the withdrawal of attributions of legitimacy from official 
norms. When a system is found deficient in terms of its own 

10. There is no evidence, for example, that members of delinquent 
subcultures are objectively less capable of meeting formal standards of 
eligibility than are nondelinquent lower-class youngsters. In fact, the 
available data support the contention that the basic endowments of de- 
linquents, such as intelligence, physical strength, and agility, are the 
equal of or greater than those of their nondelinquent peers. A conven- 
ient summary of the evidence on this point is presented in H. A. Bloch 
and F. T. Flynn, Delinquency: The Juvenile Offender tn America Today 
(New York; Random House, 1956), pp. 115-50. 
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established criteria, one becomes free not only to criticize it 
but to withdraw sentiments supporting it. Thus a feeling of 
unjust deprivation weakens the motivations for accepting the 
legitimacy of official norms and permits the individual to 
accept alternative patterns of conduct on grounds of expedi- 
ency or self-interest. Hard work, perseverance, and honesty 
may lose their force as norms when there are more persons 
capable of meeting these criteria than there are opportunities. 
Furthermore, ultimate success is likely to involve such cri- 
teria as race, speech mannerisms, familial ties, and “connec- 
tions.” Many candidates who are capable of meeting the formal 
criteria cannot meet these supplementary operative criteria. 
The sense of injustice that arises under such circumstances tends 
to neutralize the traditional emotional or moral sentiments but- 
tressing acceptance of the officially sponsored models of be- 
havior. It is as if the unjust deprivation cancels out the individ- 
ual’s obligation to the established system — at least in one area 
of action — and encourages him to emulate other role models 
on the basis of expediency alone. In this area, the question 
of the relative moral validity of the new and the old rules of 
conduct is suspended while the individual seeks compensation 
for the injustice he has suffered from the officially supported 
system of norms. 

This, at least, is how the situation is likely to appear to 
the emerging delinquent. For him the process of alienation has 
its roots in the discrepancy between the formal criteria of 
evaluation which he feels he can meet and the operative cri- 
teria, which allocate limited opportunities to a surplus of 
eligible candidates. Anticipating that he will be unable to meet 
these operative criteria, he perceives his failure to gain access to 
opportunities as an injustice in the system rather than as a defi- 
ciency in himself. He thus becomes free to join with others 
in a delinquent solution to his problem without great concern 
about the moral validity of his actions. The situation that 
provokes his sense of injustice provides advance justification 
for his subsequent acts of deviance. 

The discrepancy between formal and operative criteria of 
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evaluation appears to be inherent in the organization of a 
democratic society.^^ The democratic ideology of equality of 
opportunity creates constant pressure for formal criteria of 
evaluation that are universalistic rather than particularistic, 
achieved rather than ascribed — that is, for a structure of op- 
portumties that are available to all on an open competitive 
basis rather than the proprietory right of a select group and 
that are achieved by one’s own effort rather than acquired by 
the mere fact of birth into a particular race, religion, social 
class, or family. However, the democratic society, like other 
types of society, is also characterized by a limited supply of 
rewards and opportunities. Although many are eligible for 
success on the basis of formal criteria, relatively few can 
succeed, even in a rapidly expanding economy. It is therefore 
necessary to make choices on some basis or other among 
candidates who are equally eligible on formal grounds.^^ The 
informal criteria that are invoked in such circumstances are 
often in conflict, usually covertly, with the publicly declared 
criteria. 

It seems inevitable that such ideologically repudiated cri- 
teria will be used most frequently at those places in the social 
structure where rewards and opportunities are most scarce. 
Minority groups suffering from discrimination are quick to 
point out that they are “the last to be hired and the first to be 
fired.” The more clearly the formal standards for career oppor- 
tunities are stated in terms of achievement, the more the lower- 
class youngster is led to expect from his own efforts. When he 

11. For a relevant discussion of the strains inherent in a social 
system based on a universalistic-achievement ideology, see Talcott 
P^reons, T/ie Social System (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1951), pp. 

. . Tocqueville pointed out this relationship with character- 

isUc clarity: “The same equality that allows every citizen to conceive 
. . . lofty hopes renders all the citizens less able to realize them; it 
circumscribes their powers on every side, while it gives freer scope 
to meir desires. . . . They have swept away the privileges of some of 
creatures which stood in their way, but they have opened 
the door to_ universal competition; the barrier has changed its shape 
rather thm us position" (Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 
o . 2 [New York: Vintage Books, 1958], p. 146; emphasis added). 
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fulfills the established standards he expects to be selected. 
However, the changes in the formal criteria have also in- 
creased the number of his peers who share his eligibility— 
and his expectations — ^for the limited opportunities available. 
In this situation, criteria based on race, religion, or class that 
have been publicly repudiated in favor of achievement stand- 
ards are informally invoked to eliminate the surplus candidates. 
Thus the democratization of standards of evaluation tends to 
increase the competition for rewards and opportunities and 
hence the discrepancy between the formal and the actual 
criteria of selection for lower-class youngsters. 

It would, of course, be possible to avoid such an effect 
if opportunities and rewards throughout the social structure 
kept pace with the increasing emphasis on achievement in the 
standards of career recruitment. However, the democratization 
of standards in the direction of universalistic achievement 
norms appears to result in increasingly stiff requirements of 
ability, knowledge, and skill. Although more people at aU 
social levels are eligible to compete for various career oppor- 
tunities, the levels of education and performance required to 
succeed become ever higher. Thus, although the lower-class 
adolescent finds more possibilities nominally open to him, the 
special disadvantages he encounters in attaining educational 
goals (see Chap. 4) maintain a situation of restricted oppor- 
tunity. 

From this analysis it seems clear that democratizing the 
criteria of evaluation without at the same time increasing the 
opportunities available to lower-class youngsters will accentuate 

13. The relationship between an increasing stress on universal- 
istic achievement norms and higher standards of performance 
also observed by De Tocqueville: “As the candidates appear to be 
nearly alike, and as it is difficult to make a selection without infringing 
the principle of equality, which is the supreme law of democratize 
societies, the first idea which suggests itself is to make them all ad- 
vance at the same rate and submit to the same trials. Thus, in pr<> 
portion as men become more alike and the principle of equality is 
more peaceably and deeply infused into the institutions and manner 
of the country, the rules for advancement become more inflexible, 
advancement itself slower, the difficulty of arriving quickly at a 
certain height far greater” {ibid., p. 259). 
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the conditions that produce feelings of unjust deprivation. The 
increased stress on achievement norms inflates the expectations 
and aspirations of the lower-class adolescent. At the same time, 
it limits the career opportunities available to him, demanding 
levels of education which he experiences special disadvantages 
in attaining. In addition, he finds that the career possibihties 
for which he is qualified have become excessively competitive, 
so that discriminatory criteria are covertly appUed. Under such 
conditions he is inclined to locate the source of his troubles 
in the social system rather than in his own shortcomings. His 
sense of injustice encourages him to withdraw sentiments 
attributing legitimacy to the dominant social order and to 
search for a more efficient means to achieve his aspirations. 

VISIBILITY OF BARRIERS TO OPPORTUNITY 

When external barriers to the achievement of success- 
goals and their influence on the criteria of evaluation are clearly 
apparent, it is much more likely that persons who fail to 
achieve their aspirations will attribute failure to the ..ocial 
order rather than to themselves. For example, a Negro may 
find it difficult to maintain his faith in the ideology of equality 
under social conditions which conspicuously bar members of 
his “race” from access to legitimate opportunities for achieving 
success. Indeed, Negroes are even at a disadvantage in the 
illegitimate world, as we shall see in Chapter 8. An increase 
in the visibility of external barriers to the advancement of 
Negroes heightens their sense of discrimination and justifies 
withdrawal of attributions of legitimacy from conventional rules 
of conduct. 

A common strategy of reform groups is to increase the 
social visibility of discriminatory practices. The discrepancy 
between the formal and the operative criteria of evaluation can 
often be reduced if it is exposed and made an issue of broad 
concern. The consequences of efforts to expose the operation 
of discriminatory criteria will depend on the types of aspira- 
tion held by the lower-class persons who are denied access 
to opportunities by these criteria. Those who are primarily 
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interested in rising into the middle class— Whyte’s “college 
boys” — are more likely to participate in programs intended 
to publicize and reform unfair practices. Their efforts are di- 
rected toward upward mobility for their group as a whole, 
since the elimination of discriminatory practices requires a 
change in the attitude of the discriminators toward all mem- 
bers of the disadvantaged group. For example, the elimination 
of color as a barrier to employment in certain jobs clears the 
path for all Negroes and results in a change in the criteria of 
eligibility. In contrast to the “college boys,” those who aspire 
to material and prestige goals within the lower class itself are 
more likely to seek illegitimate avenues to success when they 
are made aware of barriers to legitimate routes. Such per- 
sons may be quite sympathetic toward attempts to remove 
discriminatory obstacles to legitimate achievement. However, 
as we noted in Chapter 4, these obstacles do not always pre- 
vent them from reaching their goals; indeed, they may even 
attain their goals more expeditiously by illicit means than by 
adhering to the established rules of conduct. The efforts of re- 
formers to expose discriminatoiy practices actually furnish 
such persons with further justification for withdrawing senti- 
ments in support of the legitimacy of the established norms 
and free them to attribute legitimacy to alternative norms 
which may be both legally and morally proscribed by the domi- 
nant system. 

It is interesting to speculate, for example, about the 
differential effects on lower-class adolescent Negro boys of a 
recent widely publicized study of discrimination against Ne- 
groes in apprenticeship training. 

The report of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People on “The Negro Wage-Earner and ApprenticesWp 
Training Programs” throws much-needed light on a field of which 
far too little is publicly known. 

It stresses the urgent need for a great expansion of apprentice- 
ship training in general. The supply of apprentices is falling far 
short of meeting the enormous and growing need for skilled crafts- 
men which has followed increasing automation and the opening 
up of employment in new industries. But the greatest contribution 
of the report is its impressive demonstration of the “almost total 
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exclusion” of Negroes from apprenticeship training, in spite of the 
need for such workers. 

Figures in the report show that Negroes make up only 1.69 per 
cent of the total number of apprentices. The proportion of Negroes 
is actually less than 1 per cent of the apprentice carpenters, elec- 
tricians, machinists and plumbers. And the situation in the North 
is not very different from the South; it is nationwide. 

Management, of course, is basically responsible. After all, it does 
the hiring and many practices, as well as employers’ attitudes, close 
doors to Negro opportunity. Unions, too, play a key role in the 
recruitment of apprentices and in keeping Negroes out, mostly the 
old-line craft union locals where apprenticeship training has been 
most widely developed — as has racial bias. While specialized fed- 
eral and state agencies promote, advise and service apprenticeship 
activities in private industry and also suggest standards for them, 
they have no direct responsibility for their operations. 

The NAACP challenges all three groups to undertake an anti-bias 
campaign, as each is able to, and also a concerted effort both to 
expand and to publicize the apprentice system in general. Em- 
ployers and unions have the power to do away with racial bars 
directly. Government agencies can do so indirectly by withholding 
subsidies and facilities where discrimination exists. Here is a chal- 
lenge that all concerned should accept.’-^ 


Thus the NAACP report, according to this New York Times 
editorial, exposes and publicizes a concealed discriminatory 
practice, defines the extent of discrimination, points out those 
who are responsible, outlines a program of remedial action, 
and urges support for reforms. Those adolescents who are 
interested in achieving middle-class status are likely to respond 
enthusiastically to the appeal to support reform efforts. How- 
ever, those who aspire to material or prestige rewards within 
the lower-class style of life may simply regard the report as 
further corroboration of the unfairness of the established sys- 
tem and hence additional justification for the use of illegiti- 
mate routes to success goals. 

If exposing the existence of discriminatory barriers to 


14. New York Times, March 20, 1960. The publication cited in 
tne editorial IS The Negro Wage-Earner and Apprenticeship Training 
rograms {Ncvt York: National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People, 1960). 
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opportunity can result in the attribution of blame for failure 
to “(lie system,” it may be that publicizing successful careers 
can increase the tendency to attribute blame to personal in- 
adequacy. Merton, for example, notes that: 

. . . conspicuously successful individuals who have risen rapidly in 
a social hierarchy and who arc much in the public eye function as 
models or reference figures testifying to a mobility-system in which, 
apparently, careers arc still open to talent. For some, these success- 
models arc living testimony to the legitimacy of the institutional 
.system and in this comparative context, the individual dcflccLs 
criticism of the .sy.stcni onto himself,^'' 

Indeed, the "rags to riches” stoty is a common device for 
bolstering belief in the legitimacy of the established organiza- 
tion of opportunities in an egalitarian society. How effectively 
it elicits conforming behavior depends on how well it illustrates 
the absence of discrimination and the operation of criteria 
of evaluation based solely on ability, skill, knowledge, and 
achievement. 


Collective vs. Individual Solutions 

The development and maintenance of a delinquent subculture 
is obviously a collective enterprise. Delinquent norms are a 
group product and command the allegiance of individuals as 
members of a group. Yet many youngsters “resolve” their 
problems of adjustment by developing essentially solitary 
or individualistic deviant forms of behavior, especially various 
types of mental illness. Consequently, in attempting to account 
for the emergence of delinquent norms, we must also consider 
what conditions tend to encourage the development of collec- 
tive rather than individual adaptations. 

As we have noted, the tendency to withdraw attributions 
of legitimacy from established social norms depends in part 

15. Merton, op. cit., pp. 240-41. See also R. K. Merton, Marjorie 
Fiske, and Alberta Curtis, Mass Persuasion (New York: Harper & 
Bros., 1946), pp. ISlff. 
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upon whether the individual attributes failure^ to the social 
order or himself. It is our hypothesis that collective adaptations 
are likely to emerge when failure is attributed to the inade- 
quacy of existing institutional arrangements; conversely, when 
failure is attributed to personal deficiencies, solitary adaptations 
are more likely. 

In our society success and failure are ideologically ex- 
plained in essentially individualistic terms. Success is formally 
attributed to ambition, perseverence, talent, and the like; fail- 
ure, on the other hand, is regarded as a result of a lack of these 
traits. In explaining occupational achievements or failures, we 
do not ordinarly refer to the “life chances” or “objective op- 
portunities” of the individual; we tend, rather, to ask whether 
he has made the most of the chances that he has, whether he 
has been diligent, industrious, and imaginative in the pursuit 
of success-goals. This tendency to equate success with ability 
and failure with personal inferiority helps to ensure the stability 
and continuity of existing arrangements by deflecting criticism 
from the institutional order and turning it back upon the self. 

Those who attribute failure to their own shortcomings in 
effect accept the prevailing ideology of the society. They use 
socially accepted evaluative criteria in explaining their adjust- 
ment problems. Such persons are not at odds with society; 
on the contrary, self-blame is an important index of attitudinal 
conformity, for it is essentially an affirmation of the fairness 
and moral validity of the prevailing ideology. Individuals who 
explain failure in this way then have the problem of coping 
with the psychic consequences of internalized definitions of 
themselves as unworthy or inferior. It is unlikely that they 
will join with others to develop a solution, for they see their 
adjustment problem as essentially personal. They tend to ex- 
perience feelings of guilt, shame, and loss of self-esteem which 
le^ them to withdraw from others in seeking to solve their 
difficulties. Such persons may violate established rules of con- 
duct m reaching their personal solutions, but these “solu- 
f deviant, do not necessarily involve repudiation 

of the legitimacy of the prevailing system. The legitimacy of 
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official norms is in fact asserted by the act of blaming oneself. 
The individual who violates official norms in these circum- 
stances usually experiences strong feelings of guilt. 

The individual who attributes his achievement dilemmas 
to deficiencies in the prevailing institutional arrangements, on 
the other hand, is at odds wtih the social order. This aliena- 
tion generates a great deal of tension in relation to the carriers 
of the dominant cultural ideology. To some extent, the ten- 
sion can be reheved if the alienated person can gain the sup- 
port of others who are in the same position and who share 
the view that their misfortunes are due to an unjust system of 
social arrangements. Collective support can provide reassur- 
ance, security, and needed validation of a frame of reference 
toward which the world at large is hostile and disapproving. 

The youngster who is motivated by a sense of injustice 
generally commits his first acts of deviance in a climate of 
uncertainty and fear of disapproval. The withdrawal of at- 
tributions of legitimacy from the dominant social norms is 
initially tentative and unstable. These first acts are usually 
minor and often impulsive expressions of resentment against 
the apparent injustice of the established social order. However, 
they bring the individual into conflict with the official system 
and expose him to its arsenal of invidious definitions and 
punitive sanctions. Members of the conventional community 
are likely to respond to them with strong efforts at repression, 
precisely because they recognize the underlying attitude of 
alienation from the established norms. These early acts of 
deviance are in effect tentative steps toward the adoption of 
norms in competition with the official rules. At this stage the 
deviant needs aU the encouragement and reassurance he can 
muster to defend his position. He finds these by searching out 
others who have faced similar experiences and who will sup- 
port one another in common attitudes of alienation from the 
official system. The deviant who is unable to mobilize such 
social support will have great difficulty in establishing firm 
grounds for his defiance of the official system, for he requires 
not only justifying beliefs but also social validation of the ap- 
propriateness of his deviant acts. 
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The initial contest between the individual and the au- 
thorities over the legitimacy of certain social norms and the 
appropriateness of certain acts of deviance sets in motion a 
process of definition that marks the offender as different from 
law-abiding folk. His acts and his person are defined as “evil,” 
and he is caught up in a vicious cycle of norm-violation, re- 
pression, resentment, and new and more serious acts of viola- 
tion. The process of alienation is accelerated, and the chasm 
between the offender and those who would control and reform 
him grows wider and deeper. In such circumstances he be- 
comes increasingly dependent on the support of others in his 
position. The gang of peers forms a new social world in which 
the legitimacy of his delinquent conduct is strongly reinforced. 

Tannenbaum locates the beginning of this alienation proc- 
ess in the innocent, random play activities of youngsters which 
result in acts that conflict with adult interests and values. The 
adult response of disapproval defines the acts and subsequently 
the child himself as “bad.” This initiates a process that empha- 
sizes and crystallizes the very behavior that is being proscribed. 


In the conflict between the young delinquent and the community 
there develop two opposing definitions of the situation. In the be- 
ginning the definition of the situation by the young delinquent may 
be in the form of play, adventure, excitement, interest, mischief, 
fun. Breaking windows, annoying people, running around porches, 
climbing over roofs, stealing from pushcarts, playing truant — all 
are items of play, adventure, excitement. To the community, how- 
ever, these activities may and often do take on the form of nuisance, 
evil, delinquency, with the demand for control, admonition, chas- 
tisement, punishment, police court, truant school. This conflict 
arises out of a divergence of values. As the problem develops, the 
attitude of the community hardens definitely into a demand for 
suppression. There is a gradual shift from the definition of the 
specific acts as evil to a definition of the individual as evil, so that 
a 1 his acts come to be looked upon with suspicion. In the process 
II his companions, hangouts, play, speech, income, 

ail his conduct, the personality itself, become subject to scrutiny 
and question. ... ^ 


Early in his career, then, the incipient professional criminal devel- 

k regulated orderly life that he 

onScrf ?'\^‘htude is hardened and crystallized by 

opposition. The conflict becomes a clash of wills. ... ^ 
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The firm dramatization of the “evil” which separates the child out 
of his group for specialized treatment plays a greater role in mak- 
ing the criminal than perhaps any otlier experience. It cannot be 
too often emphasized that for the child the whole situation has 
become different. He now lives in a different world. He has been 
tagged. A new and hitherto nonexistent environment has been 
precipitated out for him. 

The process of making the criminal, therefore, is a process of 
f'^gg'ng, defining, identifying, segregating, describing, emphasizing^ 
making conscious and self-conscious; it Ijccomes a way of stimu- 
lating, suggesting, emphasizing, and evolving the very traits that 
are complained of. If the theory of relation of response to stimulus 
has any meaning, the entire process of dealing with the young de- 
linquent is mischievous in so far as it identifies him to himself or 
to the environment as a delinquent person.^® 

This process tends to isolate the child from constructive adult 
influences and make him dependent for security on the sup- 
port and encouragement of others like himself. As Tannen- 
baum puts it: “The child’s isolation forces him into compan- 
ionship with other children similarly defined, and the gang 
becomes his means of escape, his security.” 

We agree with Tannenbaum and others in assigning 
central importance to the definitional process and peer-group 
support in the development of delinquent careers. However, 
our theoretical position differs from Tannenbaum’s in two 
major respects. First, we assign much less importance to rule 
violations that grow out of the random play activities of chil- 
dren as the starting point of the alienation process. What 
Tannenbaum calls the “innocent divergence of the child from 
the straight road” during “play, adventure, excitement,” along 
with unfavorable adult reactions to such “divergence,” is ex- 
perienced by all children in the normal course of socialization; 
yet relatively few children move toward delinquent careers 
after such experiences. In our view, the factor that distin- 
guishes the children who do become delinquent is their with- 
drawal of attributions of legitimacy from established social 
norms. Children who continue to accept the conventional rules 

16. Frank Tannenbaum, Crime and the Community (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1938), pp. 17-20. 
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of conduct as binding are likely to accept adult disapproval as 
a justifiable response to their rule violations. They frequently 
fed guilty about their deviance and become motivated^ to act 
in more conforming fashion. However, those who question the 
legitimacy of the dominant norms are likely to resist being 
defined as morally inferior, which adult disapproval implies. 
Indeed, this invidious definition only feeds their resentment 
and encourages further misconduct. For such children, the 
definitional process that Tannenbaum describes increases alien- 
ation from conventional norms and fosters the development of 
a delinquent career. But this occurs because the young of- 
fender has already developed an attitude of alienation from 
at least some of the required forms of behavior. He is already 
capable in some measure of viewing his misconduct as justified. 

Our second point of difference with Tannenbaum is that 
we assign an active role in the alienation process to the pre- 
dispositions of the deviant youngster, whereas Tannenbaum 
focuses exclusi\>ely on the definitions and other responses given 
by adults to the innocent misconduct of children. The child, 
to Tannenbaum,*' is analogous to a pool ball propelled into 
the pocket of a delinquent career by Ae definitional thrusts of 
adults, whatever their intentions. 

The person becomes the thing he is described as being. Nor does 
it seem to matter whether the valuation is made by those who would 
punish or those who would reform. In either case the emphasis is 
upon the conduct that is disapproved of. The parents or the police- 
men, the older brother or the court, the probation officer or the 
juvenile institution, in so far as they rest upon the thing complained 
of, rert upon a false ground. Their very enthusiasm defeats their 
aim. The harder they work to reform the evil, the greater the evil 
^ows rnder their hands. The persistent suggestion, with whatever 

fhp t mischief, because it leads to bringing out 

the bad behavior that it would suppress.^’' ^ ^ 

Smce, according to Tannenbaum, it is the definitional structure 
of the adult community that creates delinquency, the solu- 
hon lies m modifying that structure; “The way out is through 
a_re^to dramatize the evil. The less said about it the 


17. Ibid. 
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better. The more said about something else, still better.”^® 
Tannenbaum’s tendency to overstress the adult response 
to youthful misconduct is in part a conscious reaction against 
the tendency of other writers to ascribe “the cause of the un- 
social behavior” to “a personal shortcoming of the offender,” 
He states his opposition to this position in strong terms: 

The assumption that crime is caused by any sort of inferiority, 
physiological or psychological, is here completely and unequivocally 
repudiated. 

This does not mean that morphological or psychological tech- 
niques do not have value for the individual. It merely means that 
they have no greater value in the study of criminology than they 
would have in the study of any profession.^® 

Once the pressure to adopt a polemical position is removed, 
it is possible to recognize delinquency as a product of the 
interaction between certain internalized orientations of the 
delinquent and the structure of definitions and evaluations 
with which he is confronted. The adult response to miscon- 
duct has different consequences for the youngster who is dis- 
posed to question the legitimacy of established norms than 
for one who is not. Further, we contend, the consequences 
differ depending upon whether the invidious definitions based 
on minor acts of misconduct are imposed on those who al- 
ready view the established order as unjust and deprivational. 


Techniques of Defense Against Guilt 

People who violate rules which they accept as valid are likely 
to experience strong feelings of guilt, anxiety, or fear, whether 
or not the rule violations have collective support. With re- 
peated violations, the accumulated anxiety tends to become 
so intense that the offender gives up his deviant conduct unless 
he can develop some defense against feelings of guilt. He 
must find a way of managing the guilt generated by the con- 

18. Ibid. 

19. Ibid., p. 22. 
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flict between what he does and what he feels lie should do 
before he can accept delinquent conduct as a stable solution 
to his adjustment problem. 

The psychological literature dealing with dehnquency 
has concentrated on identifying the devices by which this 
guilt is handled.^o We take a somewhat different approach, 
by drawing a distinction between the legitimacy of social norms 
and their moral validity. If an individual withdraws sentiments 
supporting specific official norms and attributes legitimacy in- 
stead to officially prohibited modes of conduct, the guilt prob- 
lem in regard to the violated norms has been solved in advance 
of the act. He may then engage in delinquent acts without 
experiencing acute guilt feelings about them because he has 
come to believe in the legitimacy of these acts, given the social 
circumstances in which he is placed. Distinguishing between 
the question of the legitimacy of norms and the question of 
their moral validity permits the performance of acts that the 
actor himself may view as morally inferior to some alterna- 
tive way of behaving but as nevertheless justified. The problem 
of guilt does not arise for him so long as the specific attribution 
of legitimacy can be defended. One does not feel very guilty 
about violating a rule which one does not view as binding on 
one’s conduct. 

In this chapter we have traced the process of alienation 
by which the potential offender is led to attribute legitimacy 
to officially disapproved modes of conduct. A person who 
places blame for failure on the unjust organization of the es- 
tablished social order and who finds support from others for 
his withdrawal of legitimacy from official norms may be in- 
duced to resort to illegitimate means of achieving success-goals 
as a stable form of adaptation. Having withdrawn his accept- 
ance of officially approved norms, he is psychologically pro- 
tected against the guilt feelings that would otherwise result 


August Aichhorn, Wayward Youth (New York: 

I ing Press, 1935); Kate Friedlander, The Psychoanalytic Approach 
\ (New York: International Universities Press, 

InterikuSnal (New York: 
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from violation of those norms. Successful communication and 
sharing of discontent with others who are similarly situated 
furnishes social support for and lends stability to whatever 
pattern of deviant conduct develops. 

These steps are accompanied by the growth of a sup- 
porting structure of beliefs and values that provide advance 
justification for deviant conduct. Those who regard the social 
order as unjust and evaluate themselves as the equal of persons 
who have been granted access to legitimate opportunities in 
effect rationalize their deviance before it occurs. Thus they 
take steps to preserve their sense of personal integrity as they 
change their allegiance from conforming to prohibited modes 
of conduct. The emerging deviant subculture acquires a set of 
beliefs and values which rationalize the shift in norms as a 
natural response to a trying situation. These beliefs are in the 
form of descriptions and evaluations of the social world of 
the delinquent which contradict those held by conforming per- 
sons. Armed with these new conceptions of his social situation, 
the delinquent is able to adhere to the norms of the delinquent 
subculture with less vulnerability to the invidious definitions 
of his actions by law-abiding persons. 

Recognizing this sequence in the development of delin- 
quent norms and justifying beliefs and values makes it easier 
to understand the intractable and apparently conscienceless 
behavior of the fully indoctrinated members of delinquent 
subcultures. The absence of guilt feelings and a stubborn resist- 
ance to correction have earned such offenders the label of “psy- 
chopathic personalities.” Most attempts to reform them through 
clinical therapy have been unsuccessful, largely because it is 
necessary for the “patient” to have guilt feelings before cus- 
tomary treatment procedures leading to psychological re- 
organization can be brought into play. This difficulty has been 
extensively documented in the work of Fritz Redl and his 
associates.”^ In order to create the requisite conditions for 
effective clinical treatment, they found it necessary to engage 
in prolonged and continuous assaults on the delinquents’ 

21. Fritz Redl and David Wineman, Children Who Hate (Glen- 
coe, III.: Free Press, 1956). 
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underlying structure of justificatory beliefs and values. The 
offenders displayed remarkable ingenuity, skill, and determi- 
nation in defending these cornerstones of their delinquent style 
of life. The literature contains descriptions of many individual 
delinquents who experience strong guilt feelings because they 
continue in some ambivalent fashion to acknowledge the legit- 
imacy of the rules that they have violated. One even finds 
accounts of fully indoctrinated members of delinquent subcul- 
tures who occasionally give evidence of uncertainty about the 
validity of their justifying beliefs and values. Generally, how- 
ever, members of delinquent subcultures effectively fight off 
these challenges and maintain their commitments to delinquent 
norms in appropriate behavior areas. Of course, even mem- 
bers of the delinquent core group conform to conventional 
codes of conduct in many of their daily activities. In those 
behavioral areas which make up the delinquent role, however, 
they have attributed legitimacy to codes of conduct that com- 
pete directly with official norms and they staunchly defend the 
beliefs and values which support these codes. 

Recent interpretations offered by Cohen and by Sykes 
and Matza differ from the foregoing analysis. Both contend 
that the delinquent retains a belief in the legitimacy of the 
ofiBcial norms, although they differ in estimating the delin- 
quent’s awareness of this imputation. “The hallmark of the 
e inquent subculture,” according to Cohen, “is the explicit 
an wholesale repudiation of middle-class standards and the 
adoption of their very antithesis.”^^ However, he suggests 
that this repudiation is more apparent than real, for the de- 

inquent maintains a secret and repressed desire for what he 
openly rejects: 


when the delinquent seeks to obtain unequivo- 
bov rnitii ^ once and for all, the norms of the college- 

thev undergo total extinction? Or do 

™derground, as it were, repressed, un- 
hac hcon ^ ever-present threat to the adjustment which 
— ^ leved at no small cost? There is much evidence from 

(GlenLp'^in^ Cohen, Delinquent Boys. The Culture of the Gang 
vuiencoe, 111 ; Free Press, 1955), p. 129. 
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clinical psychology that moral norms, once effectively internalized, 
are not lightly thrust aside or extinguished.^^ ’ 

This assumption of a basic ambivalence which threatens the 
stability of the delinquent adaptation makes it possible for 
Cohen to introduce the psychological concept of reaction- 
formation to explain the “maliciousness” and “negativism” of 
some delinquent behavior. Apparently the constant internal 
and external threats to his adjustment lead the delinquent to 
exaggerate the extent of his alienation from middle-class norms 
of conduct. 

If a new moral order is evolved which offers a more satisfactory 
solution to one’s life problems, the old order usually continues to 
press for recognition, but if this recognition is granted, the apple- 
cart is upset. The symptom of this obscurely felt, ever-present 
threat is clinically known as “anxiety,” and the literature of psy- 
chiatry is rich with devices for combatting . . , this threat to a 
hard-won victory. One such device is reaction-formation. Its hall- 
mark is an “exaggerated,” “disproportionate,” “abnormal” inten- 
tensity of response, “inappropriate” to the stimulus which seems to 
elicit it. . . , The “overreaction” . . . has the function of reassur- 
ing the actor against an inner threat to his defenses as well as the 
function of meeting an external situation on its own terms. . . . 
We would expect the delinquent boy, who, after all, has been 
socialized in a society dominated by a middle-class morality and 
who can never quite escape the blandishments of middle-class so- 
ciety, to seek to maintain his safeguards against seduction. Reac- 
tion-formation, in his case, should take the form of an “irrational,” 
“malicious,” “unaccountable” hostility to the enemy within the 
gates as well as without; the norms of the respectable middle-class 
society.24 

In Cohen’s view, then, the delinquent never quite gives up his 
allegiance to middle-class norms but continues to acknowledge 
their legitimacy secretly while openly challenging them by his 
behavior. In fact, the form and content of his behavior are 
apparently accounted for by this very ambivalence, 

Sykes and Matza also see the delinquent as a person who 
continues to impute legitimacy to the ofiBcial norms of the 
society, although they differ from Cohen in believing that this 

23. Ibid., p. 132. 

24. Ibid., p. 133. 
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imputation is often quite conscious. As they put it, “The ju- 
venile delinquent frequently recognizes both the le^timacy 
of the dominant social order and its moral rightness,”^® Cohen 
solves the problem of the discrepancy between the delinquent’s 
conduct and his attribution of le^timacy to middle-class norms 
by viewing his attachment to these rules as repressed and 
unconscious. Sykes and Matza solve the problem by citing 
various techniques which enable the delinquent to escape guUt 
feelings for his behavior by redefining the applicability of 
the ofi&cial norms. The delinquent, they contend, does not 
repudiate conventional norms; he “neutralizes” them. What 
makes it possible for him to do this is that accepted rules of 
conduct “appear as qualified guides for action, limited in thek 
applicability in terms of time, place, persons, and social cir- 
cumstances”"® — ^limited, for example, by the forms of justi- 
fication allowed by the criminal law as defenses against crime. 
The delinquent subculture simply extends these limitations so 
as to justify the conduct of its members. 

The individual can avoid moral culpability for his criminal action — 
and thus avoid the negative sanctions of society — if he can prove 
that criminal intent was lacking. It is our argument that much de- 
linquency is based on what is essentially an unrecognized extension 
of defenses to crimes, in the form of justifications for deviance 
that are seen as valid by the delinquent but not by the legal system 
or society at large.^'^ 

Thus the delinquent seems to concede the legitimacy of the 
existing structure of social rules, but he redefines the limitations 
on their applicability in such a way that his misconduct can be 
justified, at least to himself and his associates. For example, 
a street gang whose “turf” is invaded by a rival gang might 
redefine the situation as analogous to that of nations at war 
and might behave accordingly toward the invaders. Official 
representatives of the dominant value system and other con- 
ventional adults claim that this is an unwarranted extension 

^ 25. G. M. Sykes and David Matza, “Techniques of Neutraliza- 

Vr®?' ,peory of Delinquency," American Sociological Review, 
Vol. 22 (Dec. 1957), p. 665. 

26. Ibid., p. 666. 

27. Ibid. 
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of the code of conduct permissible in time of war. Youngsters 
claim, however, that this redefinition realistically fits the situ- 
ation that confronts them. 

It must be recognized in evaluating the position of Sykes 
and Matza that the delinquent’s qualifications of ofiicial norms 
generally call for markedly different behavior than is conven- 
tionally expected in the situations to which they apply. Some 
established limitations upon the conditions under which other- 
wise proscribed conduct is justifiable are indispensable to the 
stability of the official normative system. By challenging the 
official definitions of these conditions, delinquent norms do 
compete with official norms. 

In our view, the analyses by Cohen and by Sykes and 
Matza both fail to make four relevant distinctions: (1) be- 
tween delinquent norms or rules of conduct (prescriptions), 
on the one hand, and the structure of beliefs (descriptions) and 
values (evaluations) on the other; (2) between the attribution 
of legitimacy to norms and the attribution of moral validity; 
(3) between the normative and moral problems of delinquents 
who are members of delinquent subcultures and the compar- 
able problems of those who are not; and (4) between the 
presence of guilt and its absence in relation to the sequential 
development of justifying beliefs and delinquent norms. 

In both these accounts there is a tendency to use the 
terms “norm,” “belief,” and “value” interchangeably, which 
leads to much confusion.^ It is quite possible that the norms, 
beliefs, and values of a subculture develop by quite different 
processes. Unless these three features of a cultural system are 
kept analytically distinct, it is impossible to identify such de- 
velopmental differences, to compare the time sequences in 
their growth, and to analyze how they become integrated into 
the system. 

Secondly, both the Cohen and the Sykes and Matza 

28. Examples of this practice can be found in the quotations 
from Cohen's work cited previously and in the following character- 
istic passage from Sykes and Matra (op. cit., p. 666); “A basic clue 
is offered by the fact that social rules or norms calling for valued 
behavior seldom if ever take the form of categorical imperatives. 
Rather, values or norms appear as qualified guides for action. . . .” 
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positions tend to treat the problem of the legitimacy of a set 
of action prescriptions as equivalent to the problem of their 
moral validity.^® They fail to perceive that the individual may 
regard a given norm as a legitimate guide to behavior under 
a particular set of circumstances even though at the same time 
he considers that pattern of action morally inferior to some 
alternative pattern. He may believe that law-abiding conduct 
is morally right but inappropriate or impossible in a particular 
situation. As a consequence of their failure to develop this dis- 
tinction, Cohen and Sykes and Matza seem to be concerned 
almost exclusively with the moral judgments of delinquents and 
the way in which offenders handle problems of guilt. Both 
accounts assume that delinquents consciously or unconsciously 
impute legitimacy to the norms of the larger society. It is for 
this reason that Cohen and Short are able to view the work of 
Sykes and Matza as “an important elaboration of the argument 
of Delinquent Boys.”^^ Similarly, both analyses assume that de- 
linquents accept the moral superiority of conventional norms. 
Cohen and Short, in fact, point to reaction-formation as a 
mechanism for handling the resulting moral ambivalence and 
stress the importance of this mechanism in the position of 
Sykes and Matza as well. 

Thirdly, these accounts do not differentiate sufSciently 
between the problems of members of delinquent subcultures 
and those of solitary delinquents. Yet this distinction may have 
strategic theoretical value. For example, it is our impression 
that the lone delinquent is much more hkely to experience 
feelings of ambivalence toward conventional norms of conduct 
and moral evaluations. He is therefore more likely to experi- 
ence severe guilt reactions and to use various psychological 
mechanisms for controlling them, such as the ones Cohen and 
Sykes and Matza describe. Further, the withdrawal of senti- 
ments in support of law-abiding norms of conduct and the 

29. Although Sykes and Matza recognize the distinction in a 
footnote comntenting on its use by Weber (ibid., p. 665, n. 4), it 
plays no part in their analytical scheme. 

30. A. K. Cohen and J. F. Short, Jr., “Research in Delinquent 
Subcultures,” Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 14, No. 3 (1958), p. 21. 
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imputation of legitimacy to a new set of norms seems much 
more likely to occur among delinquents who have collective 
support. It is difBcult to see how an individual delinquent could 
maintain such a shift as a stable form of accommodation to 
his adjustment problems unless he also managed to acquire a 
rigid structure of supporting conceptions comparable to the 
delusional system of a paranoic. Generally speaking, the im- 
putation of legitimacy to a model of conduct that is widely 
disapproved requires continual reassurance from others in order 
to persist. 

Finally, the question of whetlier or not guilt feelings be- 
come a significant problem depends in large measure on when 
delinquent norms and justifying beliefs are developed. As we 
have indicated, the problem of guilt is resolved in advance of 
the delinquent act when the process of alienation has previ- 
ously brought about a withdrawal of sentiments from official 
norms and the collective development of a supporting belief 
structure that justifies adherence to delinquent norms,®^ Sykes 
and Matza explicitly recognize this fact: 

These justifications are commonly described as rationalizations. 
They are viewed as following deviant behavior and as protecting 
the individual from self-blame and the blame of others after the 


31. This insistence on the sequential priority of the justificatory 
beliefs to the development of delinquent norms is similar to Cressey’s 
analysis of the relationship of “rationalizations" and acts of embezzle- 
ment. (See D. R. Cressey, Other People’s Money [Glencoe, 111.: Free 
Press, 1953], esp. pp. 93-138.) Cressey assigns a crucial role to the 
learning of rationalizations which would permit the offender to em- 
bezzle without damaging his self-image as a law-abiding person. He 
insists that these rationalizing beliefs, such as the assertion that one 
is “only borsowing,” are not post facto defenses against accusations 
of dishonesty but mechanisms that facilitate the act in advance of its 
performance. 

Cressey emphasizes the priority of the rationalization to the act 
more consistently than Sykes and Matza do. However, his usage 
differs sharply from ours in regard to the attribution of legitimacy. 
In Cressey’s cases, the embezzlers continued to attribute legitimacy 
to law-abiding norms of conduct and employed rationalizing argu- 
ments of their continued adherence to tliose norms. In contrast, the 
innovators of delinquent subcultural norms develop beliefs which 
justify their withdrawal of legitimacy from established norms and 
their attribution of legitimacy to officially proscribed models of behavior. 
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act. But there is also reason to believe that they precede deviant 
behavior and make deviant behavior possible. . . . Disapproval 
flowing from internalized norms and conforming others in the 
social environment is neutralized, turned back, or deflected in ad- 
vance. Social controls that serve to check or inhibit deviant moti- 
vational patterns are rendered inoperative, and the individual is 
freed to engage in delinquency without serious damage to his self- 
image. In this sense the delinquent both has his cake and eats it 
too, for he remains committed to the dominant normative system 
and yet so qualifies its imperatives that violations are “acceptable” 
if not “right.” Thus the delinquent represents not a radical opposi- 
tion to law-abiding society but sometimes more like an apologetic 
failure, often more sinned against than sinning in his own eyes. 
We call these justifications of deviant behavior “techniques of 
neutralization,” and we believe these techniques make up a crucial 
component of Sutherland’s “definitions favorable to the violation 
of law.” It is by learning these techniques that the juvenile be- 
comes delinquent, rather than by learning moral imperatives, values 
or attitudes standing in direct contradiction to those of the domi- 
nant society.®^ 

They do not develop the implications of the priority of justify- 
ing beliefs to delinquent norms for the presence or absence of 
guilt. Instead they stress the delinquent’s continued attribution 
of legitimacy to the dominant normative system and his con- 
sequent need to manage or neutralize the guilt that results. 


The Collective Problem-Solving Process 

In addition to the motivation to seek support from others who 
feel alienated from the prevailing social norms, collective solu- 
tions require a set of conditions in which communication 
among alienated persons can take place. If there are serious 
barriers to communication among the disaffected, the chances 
for the development of a collective solution will be relatively 
slight. As Cohen points out, “Tlie crucial condition for the 
emergence of new cultural norms is the existence, in effective 
interaction with one another, of a number of actors with similar 
problems of adjustment.”®® However, as Cohen makes clear, 

32. Sykes and Matza, op. cif., p. 666. 

33. Cohen, op. cit., p. 59. 
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“The existence of problems of adjustment, even of like prob- 
lems of adjustment, among a plurality of actors is not sufficient 
to insure the emergence of a subcultural solution.”^^ He calls 
attention to a variety of social conditions that may impede 
communication and hence the formation of a subculture: 

People with like problems may be so separated by barriers of 
physical space or social convention that the probability of mutual 
exploration and discovery is small. Free choice of associates may 
be regulated by persons in power, as parents may regulate the 
associates of their children. Where status differences among people 
with like problems are great, the probability of spontaneous com- 
munication relating to private, intimate, emotionally involved mat- 
ters is small. Where the problems themselves are of a particularly 
delicate, guilt-laden nature, like many problems arising in the area 
of sex, inhibitions on communication may be so powerful that 
persons with like problems may never reveal themselves to one 
another, although circumstances are otherwise favorable for mu- 
tual exploration. Or the problems themselves may be so infrequent 
and atypical that the probability of running into someone else 
whose interest would be served by a common solution is negligible.®® 

Cohen has described the collective problem-solving proc- 
ess as a “conversation of gestures” in which each participant 
gradually stimulates the others to reveal themselves. Through 
“mutual conversion” a “compromise formation” results to 
which each participant has contributed, 

. . . [H]ow does one know whether a gesture toward innovation 
will strike a responsive and sympathetic chord in others or whether 
it will elicit hostility, ridicule and punishment? Potential concur- 
rence is always problematical and innovation or the impulse to 
innovate a stimulus for anxiety. 

The paradox is resolved when the innovation is broached in such 
a manner as to elicit from others reactions suggesting their recep- 
tivity; and when, at the same time, the innovation occurs by incre- 
ments so small, tentative and ambiguous as to permit the actor to 
retreat, if the signs be unfavorable, without having become identi- 
fied with an unpopular position. Perhaps all social actions have, 
in addition to their instrumental, communicative and expressed 
functions, this quality of being exploratory gestures. For the actor 
with problems of adjustment which cannot be resolved within the 

34, Ibid., p. 70. 

35. Ibid., pp. 70-71. 
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frame of reference of the established culture, each response of the 
other to what the actor says and does is a clue to the directions in 
which change may proceed further in a way congenial to the other 
and to the direction in which change will lack social support. And 
if the probing gesture is motivated by tensions common to other 
participants it is likely to initiate a process of mutual exploration 
and joint elaboration of a new solution. My exploratory gesture 
functions as a cue to you; your exploratory gesture as a cue to 
me. By a casual, semi-serious, noncommittal or tangential remark 
I may stick my neck out just a little way, but I will quickly with- 
draw it unless you, by some sign of affirmation, stick yours out. 
I will permit myself to become progressively committed but only 
as others, by some visible sign, become likewise committed. The 
final product, to which we are jointly committed, is likely to be a 
compromise formation of all the participants to what we may call 
a cultural process, a formation perhaps unanticipated by any of 
them. Each actor may contribute something directly to the grow- 
ing product, but he may also contribute indirectly by encouraging 
others to advance, inducing them to retreat, and suggesting new 
avenues to be explored. The product cannot be ascribed to any 
one of the participants; it is a real “emergent” on a group level. 

We may think of this process as one of mutual conversion. The 
important thing to remember is that we do not first convert our- 
selves and then others. The acceptability of an idea to oneself 
depends upon its acceptability to others. Converting the other is 
part of the process of converting oneself.^s 

This conversation of gestures serves at least four im- 
portant functions. First, it permits the participants to explore 
the extent and intensity of one another’s alienation from the 
prevailing cultural norms and to determine how far each is 
willing to go in developing alternative prescriptions for action. 
Secondly, it permits them to explore their mutual interest in 
developing a collective as opposed to an individual solution — 
to estimate the extent to which they will be able to rely upon 
one another for support if their solution should take a daring, 
rebellious, or delinquent path. Thirdly, it gives them an op- 
portunity to elaborate and test various justificatory beliefs and 
values by means of which problems of moral validity and guilt 
can be neutralized in anticipation of commitment to a deviant 
course of a ction. Finally, it permits them to explore a variety 

36. Ibid., pp. 60-61. 
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of deviant solutions to the common adjustment problem, to 
assess the merits of each and its chances of success, and to 
weigh the commitment that tlie otlier is willing to undertake 
to each type of solution. Once they have located the blame 
for their troubles in the social system and have successfully 
communicated to one another the extent of their alienation from 
established norms and their interest in finding an alternative 
collective solution, the development of delinquent norms and 
of some type of delinquent subculture becomes possible. 

The exploration and adoption of a collective alternative 
solution are facilitated by the invidious definitions and puni- 
tive responses with which the law-abiding adult community 
reacts to collective acts of deviance. Thus tlie emerging col- 
lectivity is made more acutely aware of its isolation from the 
conventional community. 

It does not become a gang, however, until it begins to excite dis- 
approval and opposition, and thus acquires a more definite group- 
consciousness, It discovers a rival or an enemy in the gang in the 
next block; its baseball or football team is pilled against some 
other team; parents or neighbors look upon it with suspicion and 
hostility; “the old man around the corner,” the storekeepers, or 
the “cops” begin to give it “shags” (chase it); or some representa- 
tive of the community steps in and tries to break it up. This is the 
real beginning of the gang, for now it starts to draw itself more 
closely together. It becomes a conflict group.^^ 

The group members begin to exhibit a greater cohesiveness 
and sense of mutual dependence. They learn to define more 
closely those who are friendly or hostile to tlicir activities. The 
experience of arrest, court adjudication, and correctional treat- 
ment of some members of the group casts a new light on 
the meaning and consequences of their activities. 

There is a great deal more delinquency practiced and committed 
by the young groups than comes to the attention of the police. 
The boy arrested, therefore, is singled out in specialized treatment. 
This boy, no more guilty than the other members of his group, 
discovers a world of which he knew little. His arrest suddenly 
precipitates a scries of institutions, attitudes, and experiences 

37. F. M. Thrasher, The Cans (Chicago: University of Chic.'sgo 
Press, 1927), p. 30. 
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which the other childrea do not share. For this boy there suddenly 
appear the police, the patrol wagon, the police station, the other 
delinquents and criminals found in the police lock-ups, the court 
with all its agencies such as bailiffs, clerks, bondsmen, lawyers, 
probation officers. There are bars, cells, handcuffs, criminals. He 
is questioned, examined, tested, investigated. His history is gone 
into, his family is brought into court. Witnesses make their ap- 
pearance. The boy, no different from the rest of his gang, suddenly 
becomes the center of a major drama in which all sorts of unex- 
pected characters play important roles. And what is it all about? 
About the accustomed things his gang has done and has been 
doing for a long time. In this entirely new world he is made con- 
scious of himself as a different human being than he was before 
his arrest. He becomes classified as a thief, perhaps, and the entire 
v/orld about him has suddenly become a different place for him 
and will remain different for the rest of his life.^s 

The development of a delinquent solution thus depends not 
only on the exploratory gestures that boys direct toward one 
another but also on their interaction with others in the com- 
munity. Through its representatives, official and unofficial, its 
institutions, and its other adolescent collectivities, the com- 
munity enters into the life of the emerging delinquent gang at 
every stage. By the definitions it imposes and the opportunities 
it provides or denies, it helps to shape the final product. 

Given conditions favorable for the development of a 
delinquent subculture, there is still the problem of explaining 
why different types of delinquent subculture develop. We must 
identify a new set of variables to explain why certain beliefs, 
values, and prescriptions for action emerge rather than others. 
It is to this problem that we turn in the next chapter. 


38. Tannenbaum, op. cit., p. 19. 
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Illegitimate Means and 
Delinquent Subcultures^ 


t/N THIS CHAPTER and in Chapter 7, we 
shall be dealing with the differentiation of delinquent sub- 
cultures. Although we have discussed the pressures that give 
rise to delinquency and the forces that result in collective 
attempts to meet these pressures, we have yet to consider the 
question of why delinquent subcultures develop distinctive 
content. In this chapter, we shall develop a general hypothesis 
that, we believe, helps to answer this question. In Chapter 7 

1. Substantial portions of this chapter have been taken from R. A. 
Cloward, “Illegitimate Means, Anomie and Deviant Behavior,” Ameri- 
can Sociological Review, Vol. 24, No. 2 (April 1959), pp. 164-76. Sec 
also R. K. Merton, “Social Conformity, Deviation, and Opportunity 
Structures; A Comment on the Contributions of Dubin and Cloward,” 
idem., pp. 177-89. 
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the specific applicability of this hypothesis to the criminal, 
conflict, and retreatist subcultures will be discussed in greater 
detail. 


The Availability of Illegitimate Means 

Social norms are two-sided. A prescription implies the ex- 
istence of a prohibition, and vice versa. To advocate honesty 
is to demarcate and condemn a set of actions which are dis- 
honest. In other words, norms that define legitimate practices 
also implicitly define ille^timate practices. One purpose of 
norms, in fact, is to delineate the boundary between legitimate 
and illegitimate practices. In setting this boundary, in segregat- 
ing and classifying various types of behavior, they make us 
aware not only of behavior that is regarded as right and proper 
but also of behavior that is said to be wrong and improper. 
Thus the criminal who engages in theft or fraud does not in- 
vent a new way of life; the possibility of employing alternative 
means is acknowledged, tacitly at least, by the norms of the 
culture. 

This tendency for proscribed alternatives to be implicit in 
every prescription, and vice versa, although widely recognized, 
is nevertheless a reef upon which many a theory of delinquency 
has foundered. Much of the criminological literature assumes, 
for example, that one may explain a criminal act simply by 
accounting for the individual’s readiness to employ illegal 
alternatives of which his culture, through its norms, has al- 
ready made him generally aware. Such explanations are quite 
unsatisfactory, however, for they ignore a host of questions re- 
garding the relative availability of illegal alternatives to various 
potential criminals. The aspiration to be a physician is hardly 
enough to explain the fact of becoming a physician; there is 
much that transpires between the aspiration and the achieve- 
ment. This is no less true of the person who wants to be a 
successful criminal. Having decided that he “can’t make it 
legitimately,” he cannot simply choose among an array of il- 
legitimate means, aU equally available to him. As we have 
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noted earlier, it is assumed in the theory of anomie that access 
to conventional means is differentially distributed, that some 
individuals, because of their social class, enjoy certain advan- 
tages that are denied to those elsewhere in the class structure. 
For example, there are variations in the degree to which mem- 
bers of various classes are fully exposed to and thus acquire 
the values, knowledge, and skills that facilitate upward mo- 
bility. It should not be startling, therefore, to suggest that 
there are socially structured variations in the availability of 
illegitimate means as weU. In connection with delinquent sub- 
cultures, we shall be concerned principally with differentials 
in access to illegitimate means within the lower class. 

Many sociologists have alluded to differentials in access to 
illegitimate means without explicitly incorporating this variable 
into a theory of deviant behavior. This is particularly true of 
scholars in the “Chicago tradition” of criminology. Two closely 
related theoretical perspectives emerged from this school. The 
theory of “cultural transmission,” advanced by Clifford R. 
Shaw and Henry D. McKay, focuses on the development in 
some urban neighborhoods of a criminal tradition that per- 
sists from one generation to another despite constant changes 
in population,^ In the theory of “differential association,” Ed- 
win H. Sutherland described the processes by which criminal 
values are taken over by the individual.® He asserted that 
criminal behavior is learned, and that it is learned in interaction 
with others who have already incorporated criminal values. 
Thus the first theory stresses the value systems of different 
areas; the second, the systems of social relationships that facili- 
tate or impede the acquisition of these values. 

Scholars in the Chicago tradition, who emphasized the 

2. See esp. C. R. Shaw, The Jack-Roller (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1930); Shaw, The Natural History of a Delinquent Career 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1931); Shaw et al, Delinquency 
Areas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1940); and Shaw and 
H. D. McKay, Juvenile Delinquency and Urban Areas (Chicago: Uni- 
versity of CWcago Press, 1942). 

3. E. H. Sutherland, ed.. The Professional Thief (Chicago: Uni- 
versity of Chicago Press, 1937); and Sutherland, Principles of Criminol- 
ogy, 4th Ed. (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1947). 
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processes involved in learning to be criminal, were actually 
pointing to differentials in the availability of illegal means — 
although they did not explicitly recognize this variable in their 
analysis. This can perhaps best by seen by examining Suther- 
land’s classic work, The Professional Thief. “An inclination to 
steal,” according to Sutherland, “is not a sufficient explanation 
of the genesis of the professional thief.”^ The “self-made” thief, 
lacking knowledge of the ways of securing immunity from 
prosecution and similar techniques of defense, “would quickly 
land in prison; ... a person can be a professional thief only if 
he is recognized and received as such by other professional 
thieves.” But recognition is not freely accorded: “Selection and 
tutelage are the two necessary elements in the process of acquir- 
ing recognition as a professional thief. ... A person cannot 
acquire recognition as a professional thief until he has had 
tutelage in professional theft, and tutelage is given only to a 
few persons selected from the total population." For one thing, 
“the person must be appreciated by the professional thieves. 
He must be appraised as having an adequate equipment of wits, 
front, talking-ability, honesty, reliability, nerve and determina- 
tion.” Furthermore, the aspirant is judged by high standards 
of performance, for only “a very small percentage of those 
who start on this process ever reach the stage of professional 
thief. . . .” Thus motivation and pressures toward deviance do 
not fully account for deviant behavior any more than motiva- 
tion and pressures toward conformity account for conforming 
behavior. The individual must have access to a learning en- 
vironment and, once having been trained, must be allowed to 
perform his role. Roles, whether conforming or deviant in 
content, are not necessarily freely available; access to them 
depends upon a variety of factors, such as one’s socioeconomic 
position, age, sex, ethnic affiliation, personality characteristics, 
and the like. The potential thief, like the potential physician, 
finds that access to his goal is governed by many criteria other 
than merit and motivation. 

quotations on this page are from The Professional Thief, 
Pp. 211-13. Emphasis added. 
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What we are asserting is that access to illegitimate roles is 
not freely available to all, as is commonly assumed. Only those 
neighborhoods in which crime flourishes as a stable, indigenous 
institution are fertile criminal learning environments for the 
young. Because these environments afford integration of dif- 
ferent age-levels of offender, selected young people are exposed 
to “differential association” through which tutelage is provided 
and criminal values and skills are acquired. To be prepared 
for the role may not, however, ensure that the individual will 
ever discharge it. One important limitation is that more young- 
sters are recruited into these patterns of differential associa- 
tions than the adult criminal structure can possibly absorb. 
Since there is a surplus of contenders for these elite positions, 
criteria and mechanisms of selection must be evolved. Hence a 
certain proportion of those who aspire may not be permitted 
to engage in the behavior for which they have prepared them- 
selves. 

Thus we conclude that access to illegitimate roles, no less 
than access to legitimate roles, is limited by both social and 
psychological factors. We shall here be concerned primarily 
with socially structured differentials in illegitimate opportuni- 
ties. Such differentials, we contend, have much to do with 
the type of delinquent subculture that develops. 


Learning and Performance Structures 

Our use of the term “opportunities,” legitimate or illegitimate, 
implies access to both learning and performance structures. 
That is, the individual must have access to appropriate en- 
vironments for the acquisition of the values and skills associ- 
ated with the performance of a particular role, and he must 
be supported in the performance of the role once he has 
learned it. 

Tannenbaum, several decades ago, vividly expressed the 
point that criminal role performance, no Jess than conventional 
role performance, presupposes a patterned set of relationships 
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through which the requisite values and skills are transmitted 
by established practitioners to aspiring youth: 

It takes a long time to make a good criminal, many years of 
specialized training and much preparation. But training is some- 
thing that is given to people. People learn in a community where 
the materials and the knowledge are to be had. A craft needs an 
atmosphere saturated with purpose and promise. The community 
provides the attitudes, the point of view, the philosophy of life, 
the example, the motive, the contacts, the friendships, the incen- 
tives. No child brings those into the world. He finds them here and 
available for use and elaboration. The community gives the crimi- 
nal his materials and habits, just as it gives the doctor, the lawyer, 
the teacher, and the candlestick-maker theirs.*" 

Sutherland systematized this general point of view, as- 
serting that opportunity consists, at least in part, of learning 
structures. Thus "criminal behavior is learned” and, further- 
more, it is learned "in interaction with other persons in a 
process of communication.” However, he conceded that the 
differential-association theory does not constitute a full ex- 
planation of criminal behavior. In a paper circulated in 1944, 
he noted that "criminal behavior is partially a function of op- 
portunities to commit [i.e,, to perform] specific classes of 
crime, such as embezzlement, bank burglary, or illicit hetero- 
sexual intercourse.” Therefore, “while opportunity may be 
partially a function of association with criminal patterns and 
of the specialized techniques thus acquired, it is not determined 
entirely in that manner, and consequently differential associa- 
tion is not the sulficient cause of criminal behavior.”® 

To Sutherland, then, illegitimate opportunity included 
conditions favorable to the performance of a criminal role as 
well as conditions favorable to the learning of such a role 
(differential associations). These conditions, we suggest, de- 
pend upon certain features of the social structure of the com- 
munity in which delinquency arises. 

5. Frank Tannenfaaum, “The Professional Criminal," The Century. 
Vol. no (May-Oct. 1925), p. 577. 

® A' Alfred Lindesmith, and -Karl Schuessler, eds., 

1956)'pp (Bloominston, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 
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Differential Opportunity: A Hypothesis 

We believe that each individual occupies a position in both 
legitimate and illegitimate opportunity structures. This is a 
new way of defining the situation. The theory of anomie views 
the individual primarily in terms of the legitimate opportunity 
structure. It poses questions regarding differentials in access 
to legitimate routes to success-goals; at the same time it as- 
sumes either that illegitimate avenues to success-goals are 
freely available or that differentials in their availability are of 
little significance. This tendency may be seen in the following 
statement by Merton: 

Several researches have shown that specialized areas of vice and 
crime constitute a “normal” response to a situation where the 
cultural emphasis upon pecuniary success has been absorbed, but 
where there is little access to conventional and legitimate means 
for becoming successful. The occupational opportunities of people 
in these areas are largely confined to manual labor and the lesser 
white-collar jobs. Given the American stigmatization of manual 
labor which has been found to hold rather uniformly for all social 
classes, and the absence of realistic opportunities for advancement 
beyond this level, the result is a marked tendency toward deviant 
behavior. The status of unskilled labor and the consequent low 
income cannot readily compete in terms of established standards 
of worth with the promises of power and high income from or- 
ganized vice, rackets and crime. . . . [Such a situation] leads to- 
ward the gradual attenuation of legitimate, but by and large in- 
effectual, strivings and the increasing use of illegitimate, but more 
or less effective, expedients.'^ 

The cultural-transmission and differential-association tra- 
dition, on the other hand, assumes that access to illegitimate 
means is variable, but it does not recognize the significance of 
comparable differentials in access to legitimate means. Suther- 
land’s “ninth proposition” in the theory of differential associa- 
tion states: 

Though criminal behavior is an expression of general needs and 

7. R. K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, Rev. and Enl. 
Ed. (Glencoe, 111.; Free Press, 1957), pp. 145-46. 
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values, it is not explained by those general needs and values since 
non-criminal behavior is an expression of the same needs and 
values. Thieves generally steal in order to secure money, but like- 
wise honest laborers work in order to secure money. The atteinpts 
by many scholars to explain criminal behavior by general drives 
and values, such as the happiness principle, striving for social 
status, the money motive, or frustration, have been and must con- 
tinue to be futile since they explain lawful behavior as completely 
as they cxplain_^iminal behavior.® 

In this statement, Sutherland appears to assume that people 
have equal and free access to legitimate means regardless of 
their social position. At the very least, he does not treat access 
to legitimate means as variable. It is, of course, perfectly true 
that “striving for social status,” “the money motive,” and 
other socially approved drives do not fully account for either 
deviant or conforming behavior. But if goal-oriented behavior 
occurs under conditions in which there are socially structured 
obstacles to the satisfaction of these drives by legitimate means, 
the resulting pressures, we contend, might lead to deviance. 

The concept of differential opportunity structures per- 
mits us to unite the theory of anomie, which recognizes the 
concept of differentials in access to legitimate means, and the 
“Chjcago^ tradition,” in which the concept of differentials in 
access to illegitimate means is implicit. We can notv look at 
the individual, not simply in relation to one or the other sys- 
tem of means, but in relation to both legitimate and illegitimate 
systems. This approach permits us to ask, for example, how 
the relative availability of illegitimate opportunities affects the 
resolution of adjustment problems leading to deviant behavior. 
We believe that the way in which these problems ate resolved 
may depend upon the kind of support for one or another type 
of illegitimate activity that is given at different points in the 
social structure. If, in a given social location, illegal or crim- 
inal means are not readily available, then we should not ex- 
pect a criminal subculture to develop among adolescents. By 
the same logic, we should expect the manipulation of violence 
to become a primary avenue to higher status only in areas 


8. Principles of Criminology, op. cit., pp. 7-8. 
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where the means of violence are not denied to the young. To 
give a third example, drug addiction and participation in sub- 
cultures organized around the consumption of drugs presup- 
pose that persons can secure access to drugs and knowledge 
about how to use them. In some parts of the social structure, 
this would be very difficult; in others, very easy. In short, there 
are marked differences from one part of the social structure to 
another in the types of illegitimate adaptation that are available 
to persons in search of solutions to problems of adjustment 
arising from the restricted availability of legitimate means.® In 
this sense, then, we can think of individuals as being located in 
two opportunity structures — one legitimate, the other illegiti- 
mate. Given limited access to success-goals by legitimate 
means, the nature of the delinquent response that may result 
will vary according to the availability of various illegitimate 
means.^® 


Illegitimate Opportunities and 
the Social Structure of the Slum 

When we say that the form of delinquency that is adopted 
is conditioned by the presence or absence of appropriate il- 
legitimate means, we are actually referring to crucial differences 

9. For an example of restrictions on access to illegitimate roles, 
note the impact of racial definitions in the following case; “I was greeted 
by two prisoners who were to be my cell buddies. Ernest was a first 
offender, charged with being a ‘hold-up’ man. Bill, the other buddy, was 
an old offender, going through the machinery of becoming a habitual 
criminal, in and out of jail. . , . The first thing they asked me was, 
‘What are you in for?’ I said, ‘Jack-rolling.’ The hardened one (Bill) 
looked at me with a superior air and said, ‘A hoodlum, eh? An ordinaiy 
sneak thief. Not willing to leave jack-rolling to the niggers, eh? That s 
all they’re good for. Kid, jack-rolling’s not a white man’s job.’ I could 
see that he was disgusted with me, and I was too scared to say anything 
(Shaw, The Jack-Roller, op. cii., p. 101). 

10. For a discussion of the way in which the availability of illegiti- 
mate means influences the adaptations of inmates to prison life, sec R. A. 
Cloward, “Social Control in the Prison,” Theoretical Studies of the So- 
cial Organization of the Prison, Bulletin No. 15 (New York: Social 
Science Research Council, March I960), pp. 20-48. 
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in the social organization of various slum areas, for our hypo- 
thesis implies that the local milieu affects the delinquent’s 
choice of a solution to his problems of adjustment. One of the 
principal ways in which slum areas vary is in the extent to 
which they provide the young with alternative (albeit illegiti- 
mate) routes to higher status. Many of the works in the cul- 
tural-transmission and differential-association tradition are fo- 
cused directly on the relationship between deviant behavior 
and lower-class social structure. By reconceptualizing aspects 
" of that tradition, we hope to make our central hypothesis more 
explicit. 


INTEGRATION OF DIFFERENT AGE-LEVELS OF OFFENDER 

In their ecological studies of the urban environment, 
Shaw and McKay found that delinquency tended to be con- 
fined to limited areas and to persist in these areas despite demo- 
graphic changes. Hence they spoke of “criminal traditions” 
and of the “cultural transmission” of criminal values.^^ As a 
result of their observations of slum life, they concluded that 
particular importance must be assigned to the relationships 
between immature and sophisticated offenders — which we 
call the integration of different age-levels of offender. They 
suggested that many youngsters are recruited into criminal 
activities as a direct result of intimate associations with older 
and more experienced offenders: 

Stealing in the neighborhood was a common practice among the 
children and approved of by the parents. Whenever the boys got 
together they talked about robbing and made more plans for steal- 
ing. I hardly knew any boys who did not go robbing. The little 
fellows went in for petty stealing, breaking into freight cars, and 
stealing junk. The older guys did big jobs like stick-ups, burglary, 
and stealing autos. The little follows admired the “big shots’’ and 
longed for the day when they could get into the big racket. Fel- 
lows who had “done time” were the big shots and looked up to 
and gave the little fellows tips on how to get by and pull off big 

jobs.^2 


11. Sec esp. Shaw e/ al.. Delinquency Areas, 

12. Shaw, The Jack-Roller, op. cit., p. 54. 


op. cit., Chap. 16. 
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Thus the “big shots” — conspicuous successes in the criminal 
world — become role-models for youth, much more important 
as such than successful figures in the conventional world, 
who are usually socially and geographically remote from tlie 
slum area. Through intimate and stable associations with these 
older criminals, the young acquire the values and skills re- 
quired for participation in the criminal culture. Further, struc- 
tural connections between delinquents, semimature criminals, 
and the adult criminal world, where they exist, provide op- 
portunities for upward mobility; where such integrative ar- 
rangements do not exist, the young are cut off from this 
alternative pathway to higher status. 


INTEGRATION OF CONVENTIONAL AND DEVIANT VALUES 

Shaw and McKay were describing deviant learning struc- 
tures — that is, alternative routes by which people seek access 
to the goals that society holds to be worthwhile. Their point 
was that access to criminal roles and advancement in the 
criminal hierarchy depend upon stable associations with older 
criminals from whom the necessary values and skills may be 
learned. Yet Shaw and McKay failed to give explicit recogni- 
tion to the concept of illegitimate means and the socially 
structured conditions of access to them — ^probably because 
they tended to view slum areas as “disorganized.” Although 
they consistently referred to illegitimate activities as “organ- 
ized,” they nevertheless tended to label high-rate delinquency 
areas “disorganized” because the values transmitted were crim- 
inal rather than conventional. Hence they sometimes made 
statements which we now perceive to be internally inconsistent, 
such as the following; 

This community situation was not only disorganized and thus in- 
effective as a unit of control, but it was characterized by a high 
rate of juvenile delinquency and adult crime, not to mention the 
widespread political corruption which had long existed in the area. 
Various forms of stealing and many organized delinquent and 
criminal gangs were prevalent in the area. These groups exercised 
n nnwerfiil influence and tended to create a community spirit 
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which not only tolerated but actually fostered delinquent and crimi- 
nal practices.^® 

Sutherland was among the first to perceive that the con- 
cept of social disorganization tends to obscure the stable pat- 
terns of interaction which exist among carriers of criminal 
values; “the organization of the delinquent group, which is 
often very complex, is social disorganization only from an 
ethical or some other particularistic point of view.”^^ Like 
Shaw and McKay, he had observed that criminal activities in 
lower-class areas were organized in terms of a criminal value 
system, but he also observed that i/iis alternative value system 
was supported by a patterned system of social relations. That 
is, he recognized the fact that crime, far from being a random, 
unorganized activity, is often an intricate and stable system of 
arrangements and relationships. He therefore rejected the 
“social disorganization” perspective: “At the suggestion of 
Albert K. Cohen, this concept has been changed to differential 
group organization, with organization for criminal activities on 
one side and organization against criminal activities on the 
other.”^® 

William F, Whyte, in his classic study of an urban slum, 
carried the empirical description of the structure and organiza- 
tion of illegal means a step further. Like Sutherland, Whyte 
rejected the position of Shaw and McKay that the slum is 
disorganized simply because it is organized according to prin- 
ciples different from those in the conventional world: 

It is customary for the sociologist to study the slum district in 
terms of “social disorganization” and to neglect to see that an area 
such as Comervilie has a complex and well-established organiza- 
tion of its own. ... I found that in every group there was a hier- 
archical structure of social relations binding the individuals to one 
another and that the groups were also related hierarchically to 
one another. Where the group was formally organized into a politi- 

13. Shaw, The Natural History of a Delinquent Career, op. cit.. 
p. 229. 

14. Cohen, Lindesmith, and Schuessler, eds,, op. cit., p. 21. 

15. Ibid. 
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cal club, this was immediately apparent, but for informal groups 
it was no less true,^® 

But Whyte’s view of the slum differed somewhat from Suther- 
land’s in that Whyte’s emphasis was not on “differential group 
organization” — the idea that the slum is composed of two dis- 
crete systems, conventional and deviant. He stressed, rather, 
the way in which the occupants of various roles in these two 
systems become integrated in a single, stable structure which 
organizes and patterns the life of the community. Thus Whyte 
showed that individuals who participate in stable illicit enter- 
prises do not constitute a separate or isolated segment of the 
community but are closely integrated with the occupants of 
conventional roles. He noted, for example, that “the rackets 
and political organizations extend from the bottom to the top 
of Cornerville society, mesh with one another, and integrate 
a large part of the life of the district. They provide a general 
framework for the understanding of the actions of both ‘little 
guys’ and ‘big shots.’ 

In a recent article, Kobrin has clarified our understanding 
of slum areas by suggesting that they differ in the degree to 
which deviant and conventional value systems are integrated 
with each other. This difference, we argue, affects the relative 
accessibility of illegal means. Pointing the way to the develop- 
ment of a “typology of delinquent areas based on variations 
in the relationship between these two systems,” Kobrin de- 
scribes the “polar types” on such a continuum. The inte- 
grated area, he asserts, is characterized not only by structural 
integration between carriers of the two value systems but also 
by reciprocal participation by carriers of each in the value 
system of the other. Thus, he notes: 

Leaders of [illegal] enterprises frequently maintain membership 
in such conventional institutions of their local communities as 
churches, fraternal and mutual benefit societies and political par- 
ties. . . . Within this framework the influence of each of the two 
value systems is reciprocal, the leaders of illegal enterprise par- 

16. W. F. Whyte, Street Corner Society, Enl. Ed. (Chicago: Uni- 
versity of Chicago Press, 1955), p. viii. 

17. Ibid., p. xii. 



7 5 7 lllegiiimafe Means and Delinquent Subcultures 

ticipating in the primary orientation of the conventional elements 
in the population, and the latter, through their participation in a 
local power structure sustained in large part by illicit activity, 
participating perforce in the alternate, criminal value system.i8 

The second polar type consists of areas in which the rela- 
tionships between carriers of deviant and conventional values 
break down because of disorganizing forces such as “drastic 
change in the class, ethnic, or racial characteristics of [the] 
population.” Kobrin suggests that in such slums “the bearers 
of the conventional culture and its value system are without the 
customary institutional machinery and therefore in effect par- 
tially demobilized with reference to the diffusion of their value 
system.” At the same time, areas of this type are “characterized 
principally by the absence of systematic and organized adult 
activity in violation of the law, despite the fact that many adults 
in these areas commit violations.” Thus both value systems 
remain implicit, but the fact that neither is “systematic and 
organized” precludes the possibility of effective integration. 

How does the accessibility of illegal means vary with the 
relative integration of conventional and criminal values in a 
given area? Although Kobrin does not take up this problem 
explicitly, he does note that the integrated area apparently 
constitutes a “training ground” for the acquisition of criminal 
values and skills. Of his first polar type he says: 

The stable position of illicit enterprise in the adult society of the 
community is reflected in the character of delinquent conduct on 
the part of children. While delinquency in all high-rate areas is 
intnnsically disorderly in that it is unrelated to official programs 
for the education of the young, in the [integrated community] boys 
may more or less realistically recognize the potentialities for per- 
sonal progress in local society through access to delinquency. In 
a general way, therefore, delinquent activity in these areas consti- 
tutes a training ground for the acquisition of skill in the use of 
violence, concealment of offense, evasion of detection and arrest, 
and the purchase of immunity from punishment. Those who come 
to excel in these respects are frequently noted and valued by adult 
leaders in the rackets who are confronted, as are the leaders of 

18. Solomon Kobrin, “The Conflict of Values in Delinquency 
Areas," American Sociological Review, Vol. 16 (Oct. 1951), pp. 657-58, 
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all income-producing enterprises, with problems of the recruitment 
of competent personnel.’’* 

Kobrin makes no mention of the extent to which learning 
structures and opportunities for criminal careers are available 
in the unintcgralcd area. Yet the fact that neither conventional 
nor criminal values arc articulated in this type of area as he 
describes it suggests that the appropriate learning structures — 
principally integration of dilTerent age-levels of offenders — are 
not available. Furthermore, Kobrin’s description of adult viola- 
tive activity in such areas as “unorganized” suggests that illegal 
opportunities are severely limited. Even if youngsters were able 
to secure adequate preparation for criminal roles, the social 
structure of such neighborhoods would appear to provide few 
opportunities for stable criminal careers. Kobrin’s analysis — as 
well as that of Whyte and others before him — supports our con- 
clusion that illegal opportunity structures tend to emerge only 
when there are stable patterns of accommodation between the 
adult carriers of conventional and of deviant values. Where 
these two value systems'^are implicit, ^or where the carriers 
arc in open conflict, opportunities for stable criminal-role per- 
formance are limited. Where stable accommodative relation- 
ships exist between the adult carriers of criminal and conven- 
tional values, institutionalized criminal careers are available. 
The alienated adolescent need not rely on the vagaries of private 
entrepreneurship in crime, with the attendant dangers of detec- 
tion and prosecution, imprisonment, fluctuations in income, and 
the like. Instead, he may aspire to rise in the organized criminal 
structure and to occupy a permanent position in some flourish- 
ing racket. Secure in such a position, he will be relatively im- 
mune from prosecution and imprisonment, can expect a more 
or less stable income, and can look forward to acceptance by 
the local community — criminal and conventional. 

Some urban neighborhoods, in short, provide relief from 
pressures arising from limitations on access to success-goals by 
legitimate means. Because alternative routes to higher status 
are made available to those who are ambitious, diligent, and 


19. Ibid. 
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meritorious, the frustrations of youth in these neighborhoods 
are drained off. Where such pathways do not exist, frustrations 
become all the greater. 


Slum Organization 
and Subcultural Differentiation 

Before we turn to a discussion of the relationship between 
particular forms of slum organization and the differentiation of 
subcultural content, it might be useful to note a recent article 
by Cohen and Short pertaining to subcultural differentiation.^ 
These authors assert that delinquency is basically “non-utilitar- 
ian, malicious, negativistic, versatile, and characterized by short- 
run hedonism and group-autonomy” — a position consistent with 
Cohen’s earlier point of view, as expressed in Delinquent Boys. 
But the recent work of Cohen and Short also notes the existence 
of different types of delinquent subculture — ^principally of the 
criminal, conhict, and drug-use varieties. How, then, do they 
reconcile this conclusion about subcultural differentiation with 
their assertion that delinquency is “basically” non-utilitarian, 
malicious, and the like? 

The point they make is that subcultural content varies de- 
pending on the age-level of the participants. Among younger 
delinquents, they suggest, a universal or generic form of sub- 
culture emerges which is independent of its specific social 
milieu. This subcultural form is characterized by a diffuse 
agglomeration of cultural traits, including an orientation toward 
the “kick,” a “conflict” orientation, and an orientation to- 
ward the illegal acquisition of money or goods. These traits or 
orientations, some of which are more or less incompatible 
with others, can nevertheless coexist because the subculture 
is loosely organized and thus capable of considerable cultural 
versatility. As the participants mature, however, additional (un- 

20. A. K. Cohen and J. F. Short, Jr., "Research in Delinquent Sub- 
cultures,’’ Journal of Social Issues, Vol. 14, No 3 (Summer 1958), pp. 

TA m ' * * * 
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specified) forces intervene which intensify the latent conflict 
between these orientations. Cliques within the subculture may 
then break away and form a more specialized sub-subculture 
which tends to value one orientation more than others (e.g., 
disciplined theft rather than indiscriminate violence and de- 
struction). If a particular cultural orientation comes to be 
widely diffused through the group, the generic culture as a 
whole may tend to become specialized. In either case, Cohen 
and Short believe that the process of subcultural differentiation 
occurs at later stages in the age cycle. 

We question the validity of this point of view, for it rests 
upon what we consider an unwarranted premise; namely, that 
the social milieu influences the content of subcultural solutions 
at some points in die age cycle but not at other points. We 
prefer to make a quite different assumption; namely, that the 
social milieu affects the nature of the deviant response what- 
ever the motivation and social position (i.e., age, sex, socio- 
economic level) of the participants in the delinquent subcul- 
ture. We assume that the local cultural and social structure 
impinges upon and modifies deviant responses from the very 
outset. The delinquent subculture may or may not be fully 
specialized at first, but we should not expect it to manifest all 
three delinquent orientations to the same extent, even at an 
early stage of development. In other words, we should expect 
the content of delinquent subcultures to vary predictably with 
certain features of the milieu in which these cultures emerge. 
And we should further expect these predominant traits to be- 
come all the more articulated and specialized as the subcul- 
tures become stabilized and integrated with their respective 
environments. With these notions in mind, we turn now to a 
discussion of the three types of subculture and their relationship 
to features of slum social structure. 



CHAPTER 


7 

Subcultural Differentiation 


UUe come now to the question of the 
specific social conditions that make for the emergence of dis- 
tinctive delinquent subcultures. Throughout this analysis, we 
shall make extensive use of the concepts of social organization 
developed in the preceding chapter: namely, integration of dif- 
ferent age-levels of offenders, and integration of carriers of 
conventional and deviant values. Delinquent responses vary 
from one neighborhood to another, we believe, according to 
the articulation of these structures in the neighborhood. Our 
object here is to show more precisely how various forms of 
neighborhood integration affect the development of subcultural 
content. 


The Criminal Subculture 

The criminal subculture, like the conflict and retreatist 
adaptations, requires a specialized environment if it is to flour- 
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ish. Among the environmental supports of a criminal style of 
life are integration of offenders at various age-levels and close 
integration of the carriers of conventional and illegitimate 
values. 


INTEGRATION OF AGE-LEVELS 

Nowhere in the criminological literature is the concept 
of integration between different age-levels of offender made 
more explicit than in discussions of criminal learning. Most 
criminologists agree that criminal behavior presupposes pat- 
terned sets of relationships through which the requisite values 
and skills are communicated or transmitted from one age-level 
to another. What, then, are some of the specific components of 
systems organized for the socialization of potential criminals? 

Criminal Role-Models — ^The lower class is not without its 
own distinctive and indigenous illegitimate success-models. 
Many accounts in the literature suggest that lower-class adults 
who have achieved success by illegitimate means not only are 
highly visible to young people in slum areas but often are will- 
ing to establish intimate relationships with these youth. 

“Every boy has some ideal he looks up to and admires. His ideal 
may be Babe Ruth, Jack Dempsey, or A1 Capone. When I was 
twelve, we moved into a neighborhood with a lot of gangsters. 
They were all swell dressers and had big cars and carried “gats.” 
Us kids saw these swell guys and mingled with them in the cigar 
store on the corner. Jack Gurney was the one in the mob that I 
had a fancy to. He used to take my sis out and that way I saw 
him often. He was in the stick-up rackets before he was in the beer 
rackets, and he was a swell dresser and had lots of dough. ... I 
liked to be near him and felt stuck up over the other guys because 
he came to my home to see my sis.”^ 

Just as the middle-class youth, as a consequence of in- 
timate relationships with, say, a banker or a businessman, may 
aspire to become a banker or a businessman, so the lower-class 
youth may be associated with and aspire to become a “policy 

1. C. R. Shaw, “Juvenile Delinquency — A Group Tradition,” 
Bulletin of the State University of Iowa, No. 23, N. S. No. 700, 1933, 

p. 8. 
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king”: “ ‘I want to be a big shot. . . . Have all the guys look 
up to me. Have a couple of Lincolns, lots of broads, and all 
the coppers licking my shoes.’ The crucial point here is 
that success-goals are not equally available to persons in 
different positions in the social structure. To the extent that 
social-class lines act as barriers to interaction between per- 
sons in different social strata, conventional success-models 
may not be salient for lower-class youth. The successful 
criminal, on the other hand, may be an intimate, personal 
figure in the fabric of the lower-class area. Hence one of the 
forces leading to rational, disciplined, crime-oriented delin- 
quency may be the availability of criminal success-models. 

Age-grading of Criminal Learning and Performance — The 
process by which the young acquire the values and skills pre- 
requisite for a stable criminal career has been described in 
many studies. The central mechanism in the learning process 
is integration of different age-levels of offender. In an extensive 
study of a criminal gang on the Lower East Side of New York 
City, Bloch and Niederhoffer found that 

... the Pirates [a group of young adults] was actually the central 
organizing committee, the party headquarters for the youthful 
delinquents in the area. They held regular conferences with the 
delegates from outlying districts to outline strategy. . . . Tlie 
younger Comer Boys [a gang of adolescents in the same vicinity] 
who . . . were trying to join with the older Pirates . . . were on a 
probationary status. If they showed signs of promise, a couple 
of them were allowed to accompany the Pirates on tours of ex- 
ploration to look over the terrain around the next “job.”^ 

At the pinnacle of this age-graded system stood an adult, Paulie. 

Paulie had real prestige in the gang. His was the final say in all 
important decisions. Older than the other members [of the Pirates] 
by seven or eight years, he maintained a certain air of mystery. 
. , . From talks with more garrulous members, it was learned that 
Paulie was the mastermind behind some of the gang’s most im- 
pressive coups.^ 


2. Ibid., p. 9. 

Niederhoffer, The Gang: A Study in 
York: Philosophical Library, 1958), pp. 


4. Ibid., p. 201. 
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The basis of Paulie’s prestige in the gang is apparent in the 
following account of his relationship with the full-fledged adult 
criminal world: 

From his contacts, information was obtained as to the most 
inviting locations to burglarize. It was he who developed the 
strategy and outlined the major stages of each campaign of bur- 
glary or robbery. . . . Another vital duty which he performed was 
to get rid of the considerable loot, which might consist of jewelry, 
clothing, tools, or currency in large denominations. His contact 
with professional gangsters, fences, bookies, made him an ideal 
choice for this function.^ 

Learning alone, as we have said, does not ensure that 
the individual can or will peiform the role for which he has 
been prepared. The social structure must also support the ac- 
tual performance of the role. To say that the individual must 
have the opportunity to discharge a stable criminal role as well 
as to prepare for it does not mean that role-preparation neces- 
sarily takes place in one stage and role-performance in a suc- 
ceeding stage. The apprentice may be afforded oportunities to 
play out a particular role at various points in the learning 
process. 

When we were shoplifting we always made a game of it. For 
example, we might gamble on who could steal the most caps in 
a day, or who could steal in the presence of a detective and then 
get away. This was the best part of the game. I would go into 
a store to steal a cap, by trying one on when the clerk was not 
watching, walk out of the store, leaving the old cap. With the 
new cap on my head I would go into another store, do the same 
thing as in the other store, getting a new hat and leaving the 
one I had taken from the other place. I might do this all day. 
... It was the fun I wanted, not the hat. I kept this up for 
months and then began to sell the things to a man on the West 
Side. It liW at this time that 1 began to steal for gain.^ 

This quotation illustrates how delinquent role-preparation and 
role-performance may be integrated even at the “play-group” 
stage of illegitimate learning. The child has an opportunity to 
actually perform illegitimate roles because such activity finds 

5. Ibid. 

6. Shaw, op. cit., p. 3. Emphasis added. 
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support in his immediate neighborhood milieu. The rewards 
monetary and other — of successful learning and performance 
are immediate and gratifying at each age level. 

INTEGRATION OF VALUES 

Unless the carriers of criminal and conventional values are 
closely bound to one another, stable criminal roles cannot de- 
velop. The criminal, like the occupant of a conventional role, 
must establish relationships with other categories of persons, 
all of whom contribute in one way or another to the successful 
performance of criminal activity. As Tannenbaura says, “The 
development of the criminal career requires and finds in the 
immediate environment other supporting elements in addition 
to the active ‘criminal gangs’; to develop the career requires 
the support of middlemen. These may be junk men, fences, 
laivyers, bondsmen, ‘backers,’ as they are called.”'^ The in- 
tricate systems of relationship between these legitimate and 
illegitimate persons constitute the type of environment in which 
the juvenile criminal subculture can come into being.® 

An excellent example of the way in which the content of 
a delinquent subculture is affected by its location in a particular 
milieu is afforded by the “fence,” a dealer in stolen goods who 
is found in some but not all lower-class neighborhoods. Rela- 
tionships between such middlemen and criminals are not con- 
fined to adult offenders; numerous accounts of lower-class life 
suggest not only that relationships form between fences and 
youngsters but also that the fence is a crucial element in the 
structure of illegitimate opportunity. He often caters to and 
encourages delinquent activities among the young. He may 
even exert controls leading the young to orient their stealing 
in the most lucrative and least risky directions. The same point 

7. Frank Tannenbaum, Crime and the Community (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1938), p. 60, 

8. In this connection, see R. A. Cloward, “Social Control in the 
Prison,” Theoretical Studies of the Social Oragnization of the Prison, 

York: Social Science Research Council, March 
1960), pp. 20-48, which illustrates similar forms of intecration in a penal 
setting. ^ 
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may be made of junk dealers in some areas, racketeers who 
permit minors to run errands, and other occupants of illegiti- 
mate or semilegitimate roles. 

As the apprentice criminal passes from one status to an- 
other in the illegitimate opportunity system, we should expect 
him to develop an ever-widening set of relationships with mem- 
bers of tlie semilegitimate and legitimate world. For example, 
a delinquent who is rising in the structure might begin to come 
into contact with mature criminals, law-enforcement officials, 
politicians, bail bondsmen, “fixers,” and the like. As his activi- 
ties become integrated with the activities of these persons, his 
knowledge of the illegitimate world is deepened, new skills are 
acquired, and the opportunity to engage in new types of illegiti- 
mate activity is enhanced. Unless he can form these relation- 
ships, the possibility of a stable, protected criminal style of 
life is effectively precluded. 

The type of environment that encourages a criminal orien- 
tation among delinquents is, then, characterized by close inte- 
gration of the carriers of conventional and illegitimate values. 
The content of the delinquent subculture is a more or less direct 
response to the local milieu in which it emerges. And it is the 
“integrated” neighborhood, we suggest, that produces the 
criminal type of delinquent subculture. 

STRUCTURAL INTEGRATION AND SOCIAL CONTROL 

Delinquent behavior generally exhibits a component of 
aggressiveness. Even youth in neighborhoods that are favorable 
learning environments for criminal careers are likely to en- 
gage in some “bopping” and other forms of violence. Hence 
one feature of delinquency that must be explained is its tend- 
ency toward aggressive behavior. However, aggressiveness is 
not the primary component of alt delinquent behavior; it is 
much more characteristic of some delinquent groups than of 
others. Therefore, we must also concern ourselves with the 
conditions under which the aggressive component becomes 
ascendant. 

The importance of assessing the relative dominance of 
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expressive and instrumental components in delinquent patterns 
is often overlooked. Cohen, for example, stresses the aggressive 
or expressive aspect of delinquent behavior, remarking that 
“it is non-utilitarian, malicious and negativistic,” although he 
also asserts that these traits may not characterize all delin- 
quency. Cohen’s tendency to neglect relatively nonaggfessive 
aspects of delinquency is related to his failure to take into ac- 
count the relationships between delinquent behavior and adult 
criminality. However, depending upon the presence or absence 
of those integrative relationships, behavior that appears to be 
“non-utilitarian” in achieving access to conventional roles may 
possess considerable utility for securing access to criminal roles. 
Furthermore, these integrated systems may have important 
consequences for social control. 

To the extent that delinquents take as their primary refer- 
ence group older and more sophisticated gang boys, or even 
fully acculturated criminals or racketeers, dramatic instances 
of “malicious, negativistic” behavior may represent efforts to 
express solidarity with the norms of the criminal world. Delin- 
quents who so behave in an attempt to win acceptance by older 
criminals may be engaging in a familiar sociological process; 
namely, overconformity to the norms of a group to v/hich they 
aspire but do not belong. By such overconformity to the norms 
of the criminal world, delinquents seek to dramatize their 
eiigibility for membership. To an observer oriented toward 
conventional values, aggressive behavior of this kind might 
appear to be purposeless. However, from the perspective of the 
carriers of deviant values, conspicuous defiance of conven- 
tional values may validate the “rightness” of the aspirant. Once 
he has been defined as “right,” be may then be selected for 
further socialization and preparation for mature criminal 
activity. 

Once the delinquent has successfully demonstrated his 
eligibility for acceptance by persons higher in the criminal 
structure, social controls are exerted to suppress undisciplined, 
expressive behavior; there is no place in organized crime for 
the impulsive, unpredictable individual. A dramatic illustration 
of the emphasis upon instrumental performance is offered by 
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the case of Murder, Inc. Abe Reles, a former member of the 
syndicate who turned state’s evidence, made certain comments 
about Murder, Inc, which illustrate perfectly Max Weber’s 
famous characterization of the norms governing role perform- 
ance and interpersonal relationships in bureaucratic organiza- 
tions: "Sine ira et studio" (“without anger or passion”). 

The crime trust, Reles insists, never commits murder out of 
passion, excitement, jealousy, personal revenge, or any of the 
usual motives which prompt private, unorganized murder. It kills 
impersonally, and solely for business considerations. Even business 
rivalry, he adds, is not the usual motive, unless “somebody gets 
too balky or somebody steps right on top of you.” No gangster 
may kill on his own initiative; every murder must be ordered by 
the leaders at the top, and it must serve the welfare of the or- 
ganization. . . . The crime trust insists that that murder must be a 
business matter, organized by the chiefs in conference and carried 
out in a disciplined way. “It’s a real business all the way through,” 
Reles explains. “It just happens to be that kind of business, but 
nobody is allowed to kill from personal grievance. There’s got to 
be a good business reason, and top men of the combination must 
give their okay.”® 

The pressure for rational role performance in the adult 
criminal world is exerted downward, we suggest, through inter- 
connected systems of age-graded statuses. At each point in 
this illegitimate hierarchy, instrumental rather than expressive 
behavior is emphasized. In their description of the Pirates, for 
example, Bloch and Niederhoffer observe that Paulie, tlie adult 
mastermind of the gang, avoided expressive behavior; "The 
younger Pirates might indulge in wild adolescent antics. Paulie 
remained aloof.”^® Paulie symbolized a mode of life in which 
reason, discipline, and foresight were uppermost. To the extent 
that younger members of the gang identified with him, they 
were constrained to adopt a similar posture. Rico, the leader 
of a gang described in a recent book by Harrison Salisbur)', 
can be characterized in much the same way: 

9. Joseph Freeman, “Murder Monopoly: The Inside Story of a 
Crime Trust,” The Nation, Vol. 150, No. 21 (May 25, 1940), p. 648. 
This is but one of many sources in which the bureaucratization oi 
crime is discussed. 

10. Bloch and Niederhoffer, op. cil., p. 201. 
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This youngster was the most successful kid in the neighborhood. 
He was a dope pusher. Some weeks he made as much as $200. He 
used his influence in some surprising ways. He persuaded the gang 
members to stop bopping because he was afraid it would bring 
on police intervention and interfere with his drug sales. He flatly 
refused to sell dope to boys and kicked out of the gang any kid 
who started to use drugs. He sold only to adults. With his money 
he bought jackets for the gang, took cafe of hospital bills of 
members, paid for the rent on his mother’s flat, paid most of the 
family expenses and sometimes spent sixty dollars to buy a coat 
as a present for one of his boys.^^ 

The same analysis helps to explain a puzzling aspect of 
delinquent behavior; namely, the apparent disregard delinquents 
sometimes exhibit for stolen objects. Some theorists have con- 
cluded from this that the ends of stealing are not utilitarian, 
that delinquents do not steal because they need or want the 
objects in question or for any other rational reason. Cohen, 
for example, asserts that “were the participant in the delin- 
quent subculture merely employing illicit means to the end of 
acquiring economic goods, he would show more respect for 
the goods he has thus acquired.’’^^^ Hence, Cohen concludes, 
the bulk of stealing among delinquents is “for the hell of it” 
rather than for economic gain. 'V^etber stealing is expressive 
or instrumental may depend, however, on the social context in 
which it occurs. Where criminal opportunities exist, it may be 
argued that stealing is a way of expressing solidarity with the 
carriers of criminal values and, further, that it is a way of ac- 
quiring the various concrete skills necessary before the poten- 
tial criminal can gain full acceptance in the group to which he 
aspires. That is, a certain amount of stealing may be motivated 
less by immediate need for the objects in question than by a 
need to acquire skill in the arts of theft. When practice in theft 
is the implicit purpose, the manner of disposing of stolen goods 
is unimportant. Similarly, the status accruing to the pickpocket 
who can negotiate a “left-front-breech” derives not so much 

11. H. E, Salisbury, T/ie Shook-up Generation (New York; 
Harper & Bros., 1958), p. 176. 

12. A. K. Cohen, Delinquent Boys: The Culture of the Gang 
(Glencoe, III.: Free Press, 1955), p. 36. 
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from the immediate profit attaching to this maneuver as from 
the fact that it marks the individual as a master craftsman. In 
other words, where criminal learning environments and op- 
portunity structures exist, stealing beyond immediate economic 
needs may constitute anticipatoiy socialization. But where these 
structures do not exist, such stealing may be simply an expres- 
sive act in defiance of conventional values. 

Shaw pointed to a related aspect of the social control of 
delinquent behavior. Noting the prestige ordering of criminal 
activities, he commented on the way in which such definitions, 
once internalized, tend to regulate the behavior of delinquents: 

It is a matter of significance to note . . . that there is a general 
tendency among older delinquents and criminals to look with con- 
tempt upon the person who specializes in any form of petty steal- 
ing. The common thief is not distinguished for manual dexterity 
and accomplishment, like the pickpocket or mobsman, nor for 
courage, ingenuity and skill, like the burglar, but is characterized 
by low cunning and stealth — Whence the term “sneak thief.” . . . 
It is possible that the stigma attaching to petty stealing among 
members of older delinquent groups is one factor which gives 
impetus to the young delinquent’s desire to abandon such forms of 
petty delinquency as stealing junk, vegetables, breaking into freight 
cars . . , and to become identified with older groups engaged 
in such crimes as larceny of automobiles and robbery with a gun, 
both of which are accredited “rackets” among older delin- 
quents. . . .1® 

To the extent that an area has an age-graded criminal 
structure in which juvenile delinquents can become enmeshed, 
we suggest that the norms governing adult criminal-role per- 
formance filter down, becoming significant principles in the 
life-organization of the young. The youngster who has come 
into contact with such an age-graded structure and who has 
won initial acceptance by older and more sophisticated delin- 
quents will be less likely to engage in malicious, destructive 
behavior than in disciplined, instrumental, career-oriented be- 
havior. In this way the adult criminal system exerts controls 
over the behavior of delinquents. Referring to urban areas 
characterized by integration of different age-levels of offender. 


13. Shaw, op. cit., p. 10. 
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Kobrin makes an observation that tends to bear out our theoret- 
ical scheme: 

. . . delinquency tends to occur within a partial framework of 
social controls, insofar as delinquent activity in these areas rep- 
resents a tolerated means for the acquisition of an approved role 
and status. Thus, while delinquent activity here possesses the 
usual characteristics of violence and destructiveness, there tend 
to develop effective limits of permissible activity in this direction. 
Delinquency is, in other words, encompassed and contained within 
a local social structure, and is marginally but palpably related 
to that structure.!^ 

In summary, the criminal subculture is likely to arise in 
a neighborhood milieu characterized by close bonds between 
different age-levels of offender, and between criminal and con- 
ventional elements. As a consequence of these integrative 
relationships, a new opportunity structure emerges which pro- 
vides alternative avenues to success-goals. Hence the pressures 
generated by restrictions on legitimate access to success-goals 
are drained off. Social controls over the conduct of the voung 
are effectively exercised, limiting expressive behavior and con- 
straining the discontented to adopt instrumental, if criminalistic, 
styles of life. 


The Conflict Subculture 

Because youngsters caught up in the conflict subculture often 
endanger their own lives and the lives of others and cause con- 
siderable property damage, the conflict form of delinquency is 
a source of great public concern. Its prevalence, therefore, is 
probably exaggerated. There is no evidence to suggest that the 
conflict subculture is more widespread than the other subcul- 
tures, but the nature of its activities makes it more visible and 
thus attracts public attention. As a consequence, many people 

14. Solomon Kobrin, “The Conflict of Values in Delinquency 
Areas," American Sociological Review, Vol. 16 (Oct. 1951), p. 657. 
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erroneously equate “delinquency” and “conflict behavior.” 
But whatever its prevalence, the conflict subculture is of both 
theoretical and social importance, and calls for explanation. 

Earlier in this book, we questioned the common belief 
that slum areas, because they are slums, are necessarily dis- 
organized, We pointed to forms of integration which give some 
slum areas unity and cohesion. Areas in \vhich these integrative 
structures are found, we suggested, tend to be characterized by 
criminal rather tlian conflict or retreatist subcultures. But not 
all slums arc integrated. Some lower-class urban neighborhoods 
lack unity and cohcsivencss. Because the prerequisites for the 
emergence of stable systems of social relations are not present, 
a state of social disorganization prevails. 

The many forces making for instability in the social or- 
ganization of some slum areas include high rates of vertical and 
geographic mobility; massive housing projects in which “site 
tenants” are not accorded priority in occupancy, so that tradi- 
tional residents are dispersed and “strangers” re-assembled; and 
changing land use, as in the case of residential areas that are 
encroached upon by the expansion of adjacent commercial or 
industrial areas. Forces of this kind keep a community off bal- 
ance, for tentative efforts to develop social organization are 
quickly checked. Transiency and instability become the over- 
riding features of social life. 

Transiency and instability, in combination, produce power- 
ful pressures for violent behavior among the young in these 
areas. First, an unorganized community cannot provide access 
to legitimate channels to success-goals, and thus discontent 
among the young with their life-chances is heightened. Secondly, 
access to stable criminal opportunity systems is also restricted, 
for disorganized neighborhoods do not develop integration of 
different age-levels of offender or integration of carriers of 
criminal and conventional values. The young, in short, are 
relatively deprived of conventional and criminal oppor- 
tunity. Finally, social controls are weak in such communities. 
These conditions, we believe, lead to the emergence of conflict 
subcultures. 



1/2 Subculfural Differentiation 

SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION AND OPPORTUNITY 

Communities that are unable to develop conventional 
forms of social organization are also unable to provide legit- 
imate modes of access to culturally valued success-goals. The 
disorganized slum is a world populated with failures, with the 
outcasts of the larger society. Here families orient themselves 
not toward the future but toward the present, not toward social 
advancement but toward survival. The adult community, being 
disorganized, cannot provide the resources and opportunities 
that are required if the young are to move upward in the social 
order. 

Just as the unintegrated slum cannot mobilize legitimate 
resources for the young, neither can it provide them with access 
to stable criminal careers, for illegitimate learning and op- 
portunity structures do not develop. The disorganized slum, 
populated in part by failures in the conventional world, also 
contains the outcasts of the criminal world. This is not to say 
that crime is nonexistent in such areas, but what crime there 
is tends to be individualistic, unorganized, petty, poorly paid, 
and unprotected. This is the haunt of the small-time thief, the 
grifter, the pimp, the jackroUer, the unsophisticated “con” man, 
the pickpocket who is aU thumbs, and others who cannot 
graduate beyond “heisting” candy stores or “busting” gas 
stations. Since they are unorganized and without financial re- 
sources, criminals in these areas cannot purchase immunity 
from prosecution; they have neither the money nor the political 
contacts to “put in the fix.” Hence they are harassed by the 
police, and many of them spend the better part of their lives 
in prison. The organized criminal world is generally able to 
protect itself against such harassment, prosecution, and im- 
prisonment. But professional crime and organized rackets, 
like any business enterprise, can thrive only in a stable, pre- 
dictable, and integrated environment. In this sense, then, the 
unintegrated area does not constitute a promising launching 
site for lucrative and protected criminal careers. Because 
such areas fail to develop criminal learning environments and 
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opportunity structures, stable criminal subcultures cannot 
emerge. 


SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION AND SOCIAL CONTROL 

As we have noted, social controls originate in both the 
conventional and the illegitimate sectors of the stable slum area. 
But this is apparently not the case in the disorganized slum. 
The basic disorganization of the conventional institutional struc- 
ture makes it impossible for controls to originate there. At the 
same time, Kobrin asserts, “Because adult crime in this type 
of area is itself unorganized, its value system remains implicit 
and hence incapable of generating norms which function effec- 
tively on a groupwide basis.” Hence “juvenile violators readily 
escape not merely the controls of conventional persons in the 
community but those of adult violators as well,” Under such 
conditions, 

. . . [the] delinquencies of juveniles tend to acquire a wild, un- 
trammelled character. Delinquents in this kind of situation more 
frequently exhibit the personality traits of the social type some- 
times referred to as the hoodlum. Both individually and in groups, 
violent physical combat is engaged in for its own sake, almost as 
a form of recreation. Here groups of delinquents may be seen as 
excluded, isolated conflict groups dedicated to an unending 
battle against all forms of constraint. The escape from controls 
originating in any social structure, other than that provided by 
unstable groupings of the delinquents themselves, is here complete.^® 

Unlike Kobrin, we do not attribute conflict behavior in 
unorganized urban areas to the absence of controls alone. 
The young in such areas are also exposed to acute frustra- 
tions, arising from conditions in which access to success- 
goals is blocked by the absence of any institutionalized chan- 
nels, legitimate or illegitimate. They are deprived not only of 
conventional opportunity but also of criminal routes to the 
“big money.” In other words, precisely when frustrations are 
maximized, social controls are weakened. Social controls and 
channels to success-goals are generally related: where oppor- 


15. Ibid., p. 658. 
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tunities exist, patterns of control will be found; where op- 
portunities are absent, patterns of social control are likely to 
be absent too. The association of these two features of social 
organization is a logical implication of our theory. 

SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION AND VIOLENCE 

Those adolescents in disorganized urban areas who are 
oriented toward achieving higher position but are cut off from 
institutionalized channels, criminal as well as legitimate, must 
rely upon their own resources for solving this problem of 
adjustment. Under these conditions, tendencies toward aber- 
rant behavior become intensified and magnified. These ado- 
lescents seize upon the manipulation of violence as a route to 
status not only because it provides a way of expressing pent- 
up angers and frustrations but also because they are not cut off 
from access to violent means by vicissitudes of birth. In the 
world of violence, such attributes as race, socioeconomic posi- 
tion, age, and the like are irrelevant; personal worth is judged 
on the basis of qualities that are available to all who would cul- 
tivate them. The principal prerequisites for success are “guts” 
and the capacity to endure pain. One doesn’t need “connec- 
tions,” “pull,” or elaborate technical skills in order to achieve 
“rep.” The essence of the warrior adjustment is an expressed 
feefing-state; “heart.” The acquisition of status is not simply 
a consequence of skill in the use of violence or of physical 
strength but depends, rather, on one’s willingness to risk in- 
jury or death in the search for “rep.” A physically immature 
boy may find a place among the warrior elite if, when pro- 
voked, he will run such risks, thus demonstrating “heart.” 

As long as conventional and criminal opportunity struc- 
tures remain closed, violence continues unchecked. The bulk 
of aggressive behavior appears to be channeled into gang war- 
fare; success in street combat assures the group that its “turf” 
will not be invaded, that its girls will not be molested, that its 
members will otherwise be treated deferentially by young and 
old in the local community. If new opportunity structures are 
opened, however, violence tends to be relinquished. Indeed, 
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the success of certain efforts to discourage violent, aggressive 
behavior among warrior gangs has resulted precisely from the 
fact that some powerful group has responded deferentially 
to these gangs. (The group is powerful because it can provide, 
or at least hold out the promise of providing, channels to higher 
position, such as jobs, education, and the like.) The most 
dramatic illustration of this process may be seen in programs 
conducted by social group workers who attach themselves to 
street gangs. Several points should be noted about the results 
of these programs. 

First, violent behavior among street gangs appears to 
diminish rapidly once a social worker establishes liaison with 
them. Reporting on the outcome of detached-worker programs 
in Boston, for example, Miller notes, “One of the earliest and 
most evident changes . . . was that groups worked with directly 
[by social workers] relinquished active participation in the 
[established] network of conflict groups. . . The reduction 
in conflict may reflect the skill of the social workers, but an- 
other explanation may be that the advent of the street-gang 
worker symbolized the end of social rejection and the begin- 
ning of social accommodation. To the extent that violence 
represents an effort to win deference, one would logically ex- 
pect it to diminish once that end has been achieved. 

Secondly, a detached-worker program, once initiated, tends 
to give rise to increased violence among groups to which 
workers have not been provided. In the Boston experience, to 
the extent that they interpreted having a street-club worker 
as an act of social deference, gangs came to compete for this 
prestigeful symbol. As Miller notes, “During later phases of 
the Program [there was] an upsurge in gang fights involving 
Program groups. . . . These conflicts did not involve Program 
groups fighting one another but represented for the most part 
attacks on Program groups by comer groups in adjacent areas 
which did not have an area worker.” Miller suggests that such 

16. This quotation and those that follow are from W. B. Miller, 
“The Impact of a Community Group Work Program on Delinquent 
Corner Groups,” Social Service Review, Vol. 31, No. 4 (Dec. 1957;, 
pp. 390-406. 
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attacks took place in part because “the outside groups knew 
that Program groups were ^ven a social worker in the first 
place because they were troublesome; so they reasoned, ‘They 
were bad, and they got a social worker; if we’re bad enough 
now, we’ll get a social worker, too.’ ” An attack by an outside 
gang on a Program gang was not, therefore, simply an expres- 
sion of the traditional hostility of one gang toward another but 
an attempt on the part of the non-Program gang to win “rep.” 
Thus Miller is led to observe, “A program aiming to ‘clean up’ 
the gang situation in a single section of the city cannot count 
on limiting its influence to that section but must anticipate the 
fact that its very successes in its home district may increase 
difliculties in adjacent areas.” This suggests that programs aimed 
at curbing violence constitute a new opportunity structure in 
which gangs compete for social deference from the conven- 
tional world. 

Finally, a resurgence of violent behavior may be observed 
when the liaison between the street worker and the gang is 
terminated if the members of the gang have not been success- 
fully incorporated in a conventional opportunity system. Con- 
tinuing to lack conventional economic opportunity, the gang 
fears the loss of the one form of recognition it has achieved 
from conventional society, symbolized by the street worker. 
Hence the group may reassert the old patterns of violence in 
order to retain the social worker. Under these conditions, the 
conventional society will continue to accommodate to the group 
for fear that to do otherwise would result in renewed violence, 
as indeed it so often does. A successful street-gang program, 
in short, is one in which detached workers can create chaimels 
to legitimate opportunity; where such channels cannot be 
opened up, the gang will temporize with violence only as long 
as a street worker maintains liaison with them. 

In summary, severe limitations on both conventional and 
criminal opportunity intensify frustrations and position dis- 
content. Discontent is heightened further under conditions in 
which social control is relaxed, for the area lacking integration 
between age-levels of offender and between carriers of con- 
ventional and criminal values cannot generate pressures to 
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contain frustrations among the young. These are the circum- 
stances, we suggest, in which adolescents turn to violence in 
search of status. Violence comes to be ascendant, in short, 
under conditions of relative detachment from all institution- 
alized systems of opportunity and social control. 


The Retreatist Subculture 

The consumptiok of drugs — one of the most serious forms 
of retreatist behavior — has become a severe problem among 
adolescents and young adults, particularly in lower-class urban 
areas. By and large, drug use in these areas has been attributed 
to rapid geographic mobility, inadequate social controls, and 
other manifestations of social disorganization. In this section, 
we shall suggest a hypothesis that may open up new avenues of 
inquiry in regard to the growing problem of drug use among 
the young. 

PRESSURES LEADING TO RETREATIST SUBCULTURES 

Retreatism is often conceived as an isolated adaptation, 
characterized by a breakdown in relationships with other per- 
sons. Indeed, this is frequently true, as in the case of psychotics. 
The drug-user, however, must become afl&liated with others, 
if only to secure access to a steady supply of drugs. Just as 
stable criminal activity cannot be explained by reference to 
motivation alone, neither can stable drug use be fully explained 
in this way. Opportunity to use drugs must also be present. 
But such opportunities are restricted. As Becker notes, the 
illegal distribution of drugs is limited to “sources which are 
not available to the ordinary person. In order for a person to 
begin marihuana use, he must begin participation in some group 
through which these sources of supply become available to 
him.”i^ 

17. H. S. Becker, “Marihuana Use and Social Control," Social 
Problems, Vol. 3, No. 1 (July 1955), pp. 36-37. 
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Because of these restrictions on the availability of drugs, 
new users must become affiliated with old users. They must 
learn the lore of drug use, the skills required in making ap- 
propriate “connections,” the controls which govern the pur- 
chase of drugs (e.g., drugs will not generally be made available 
to anyone until he is “defined as a person who can safely be 
trusted to buy drugs without endangering anyone else”), and 
the like. As this process of socialization proceeds, the individ- 
ual “is considered more trustworthy, [and] the necessary 
knowledge and introductions to dealers [then become] avail- 
able to him.” According to Becker, the “processes by which 
people are emancipated from the larger set of controls and 
become responsive to those of the subculture” are “important 
factors in the genesis of deviant behavior.”^® The drug-user, 
in other words, must be understood not only in terms of his 
personality and the social structure, which create a readiness 
to engage in drug use, but also in terms of the new patterns of 
associations and values to which he is exposed as he seeks 
access to drugs. The more the individual is caught in this web 
of associations, the more likely that he will persist in drug use, 
for he has become incorporated in a subculture that exerts 
control over his behavior. 

Despite these pressures toward subcultural formation, it 
is probably also true that the resulting ties among addicts are 
not so solidary as those among participants in criminal and 
conflict subcultures. Addiction is in many ways an individual- 
istic adaptation, for the “kick” is essentially a private experi- 
ence. The compelling need for the drug is also a divisive force, 
for it leads to intense competition among addicts for money. 
Forces of this kind thus limit the relative cohesion which can 
develop among users. 

"double failure” and drug use 

We turn now to a discussion of the social conditions which 
give rise to retreatist reactions such as drug use among adoles- 
cents. According to Merton, 


18. Ibid., p. 35. Emphasis added. 
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Retreatisra arises from continued failure to near the goal by legiti- 
mate measures and from an inability to use the illegitimate route 
because of internalized prohibitions, this process occurring while 
the supreme value of the success-goal has not yet been renounced. 
The conflict is resolved by abandoning both precipitating elements, 
the goals and the norms. The escape is complete, the conflict is 
eliminated and the individual is asocialized.i® 

Thus he identifies two principal factors in the emergence of 
retreatist adaptations: (1) continued failure to reach culturally 
approved goals by legitimate means, and (2) inability to em- 
ploy illegitimate alternatives because of internalized prohibi- 
tions. We take it that “internalized prohibitions” have to do 
with the individual’s attitudes toward norms. Retreatists, ac- 
cording to Merton, do not call into question the legitimacy of 
existing institutional arrangements — a process which might 
then be followed by the use of illegitimate alternatives. Rather, 
they call into question their own adequacy, locating blame for 
their dilemma in personal deficiencies. One way of resolving 
the intense anxiety and guilt which ensue is to withdraw, to 
retreat, to abandon the struggle. 

This definition of the processes giving rise to retreatist 
behavior is useful in connection with some types of retreatism, 
but it does not, we believe, fit the facts of drug use among 
lower-class adolescents. It is true that some youtliful addicts 
appear to experience strong constraints on the use of illegit- 
imate means; the great majority of drug-users, however, had 
a history of delinquency before becoming addicted. In these 
cases, unfavorable attitudes toward conventional norms are 
evident. Hence we conclude that internalized prohibitions, or 

19. R. K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, Rev. and 
Enl. Ed. (Glencoe, III.: Free Press, 1957), pp. 153-54. For discus- 
sions of drug use among juveniles, see D. L. Gerard and Conon 
Kornetsky, “Adolescent Opiate Addiction — A Study of Control and 
Addict Subjects,” Psychiatric Quarterly, Vol. 29 (April 1955), pp. 
457-86; Isidor Chein et al., Studies of Narcotics Use Among Juveniles 
(New York University, Research Center for Human Relations, 
mimeographed, Jan. 1956); Harold Finestone, “Cats, Kicks, and 
Color.” Social Problems, Vol. 5, No. 1 (July 1957), pp. 3-13; and 
D. M. Wilmer, Eva Rosenfeld, R. S. Lee, D. L. Gerard, and Isidor 
Chein, “Heroin Use and Street Gangs,” Criminal Law, Criminology 
and Police Science, Vol. 48, No. 4 (Nov-Dec. 1957), pp. 399-409. 
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favorable attitudes toward conventional norms, may not be a 
necessary condition for the emergence of retreatist behavior. 

If internalized prohibitions are not a necessary component 
of the process by which retreatism is generated, then how are 
we to account for such behavior? We have noted that there are 
differentials in access both to illegitimate and to legitimate 
means; not all of those who seek to attain success-goals by 
prohibited routes are permitted to proceed. There are probably 
many lower-class adolescents oriented toward success in the 
criminal world who fail; similarly, many who would like to 
acquire proficiency in the use of violence also fail. We might 
ask, therefore, what the response would be among those faced 
with failure in the use of both legitimate and illegitimate means. 
We suggest that persons who experience this “double failure” 
are likely to move into a retreatist pattern of behavior. That 
is, retreatist behavior may arise as a consequence of limitations 
on the use of illegitimate means, whether the limitations are 
internalized prohibitions or socially structured barriers. For our 
purpose, the two types of restriction are functional equivalents. 
Thus we may amend Merton’s statement as follows; 

Retreatism arises from continued failure to near the goal by legiti- 
mate measures and from an inability to use the iUegitimate route 
because of internalized prohibitions or socially structured barriers, 
this process occurring while the supreme value of the success- 
goal has not yet been renounced. 

This hypothesis permits us to define two general classes 
of retreatist: those who are subject to internalized prohibitions 
on the use of illegitimate means, and those who seek success- 
goals by prohibited routes but do not succeed. If we now in- 
troduce a distinction between illegilimate opportunity struc- 
tures based on the manipulative use of violence and those 
based on essentially criminal means, such as fraud, theft, and 
extortion, we can identify four classes of retreatist. 

Types I and II both arise in the manner described by 
Merton — that is, as a consequence of internalized restrictions 
on the use of illegitimate means. The two types differ only 
with respect to the content of the internalized restraints. In 
type II, it is the use of criminal means that is precluded; in 
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type I, it is the use of violence. Resort to illegitimate means, 
violent or criminal, apparently evokes extreme guilt and anxiety 
among persons in these categories^ such persons are therefore 
effectively cut off from criminal or violent routes to higher 
status. For persons of types III and IV, access to illegitimate 
routes is limited by socially structured barriers. They are not 
restrained by internal prohibitions; they would employ illegiti- 
mate means if these were available to them. 


Refreatist Adaptations 


Basis of lllcgifimato 
Oppoiiunity Sirucfura 


Violence 


Criminal Means 


Resiriefions on Use of 
lllegHimafe Means 



Socially 

Infernolized 

Sfrucfured 

Prohibitions 

Barriers 


/ 

I 

III 

II 

IV 


Generally speaking, it has been found that most drug 
addicts have a history of delinquent activity prior to beconiing 
addicted. In Kobrin’s research, conducted in Chicago, “Persons 
who become heroin users were found to have engaged in delin- 
quency in a group-supported and habitual form either prior to 
their use of drugs or simultaneously with their developing 
interest in drugs. And from a study of drug addicts in 
California, “A very significant tentative conclusion [was 
reached]: namely, that the use of drugs follows criminal ac- 
tivity and criminal association rather than the other way around, 

20, Solomon Kobrin, Drug Addiction Among Young Persons in 
Chicago (Illinois Institute for Juvenile Research, Oct. 1953), p. 6. 
Harold Finestone, in a study of the relationship between addicts and 
criminal status, comments: “The impression gained from interview- 
ing . . . was that these addicts were petty thieves and petty, ‘operators’ 
who, status-wise, were at the bottom of the criminal population of 
the underworld” (“Narcotics and Criminality,” Law and Contempo- 
rary Problems, Vol. 22, No. 1 [Winter 1957], pp, ,69-85). 
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which is often thought to be the case.”^^ In other words, 
adolescents who are engaged in group-supported delinquency 
of the criminal or conflict type may eventually turn to drug 
use. Indeed, entire gangs sometimes shift from either criminal 
or conflict to retreatist adaptations. 

We view these shifts in adaptation as responses to restric- 
tions on the use of illegitimate means. Such restrictions, as we 
have seen, are always operative; not aU who would acquire 
success by violence or criminal means are permitted to do so. 
It is our contention that retreatist behavior emerges among 
some lower-class adolescents because they have failed to find 
a place for themselves in criminal or conflict subcultures. Con- 
sider the case of competition for membership in conflict gangs. 
To the extent that conflict activity — “bopping,” street-fighting, 
“rumbling,” and the like — ^is tolerated, it represents an alterna- 
tive means by which adolescents in many relatively disorgan- 
ized urban areas may acquire status. Those who excel in the 
manipulation of violence may acquire “rep” within the group 
to which they belong and respect from other adolescent groups 
in the vicinity and from the adult world. In areas which do not 
offer criminal opportunities, the use of violence may be the 
only available avenue to prestige. But prestige is, by definition, 
scarce — ^just as scarce among adolescents who seek to acquire it 
by violence as it is elsewhere in the society. Not only do juvenile 
gangs compete vigorously with one another, but within each 
gang there is a continual struggle for prestigeful positions. Thus 
some gangs will acquire “rep” and others will fail; some per- 
sons will become upwardly mobile in conflict groups and others 
will remain on the periphery 

If the adolescent “failure” then turns to drugs as a solution 
to his status dilemma, his relationships with his peers become 
all the more attenuated. Habitual drug use is not generally a 
valued activity among juvenile gangs. Ordinarily the drug-user, 
if he persists in such behavior, tends to become completely 
disassociated from the group. Once disassociated, he may de- 
velop an even greater reliance upon drugs as a solution to 

21. Narcotics in California (Board of Corrections, State of 
California, Feb. 18, 1959), p. 9. 
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status deprivations. Thus adolescent drug-users may be “double 
failures” who are restrained from participating in other delin- 
quent modes of adaptation because access to these illegitimate 
structures is limited. 

Our hypothesis states that adolescents who are double 
failures are more vulnerable than others to retreatist behavior; 
it does not imply that all double failures will subsequently be- 
come retreatists. Some will respond to failure by adopting a 
law-abiding lower-class style of life — the “comer boy” adapta- 
tion, It may be that those who become retreatists are incapable 
of revising their aspirations downward to correspond to reality. 
Some of those who shift to a corner-boy adaptation may not 
have held high aspirations initially. It has frequently been ob- 
served that some adolescents affiliate with delinquent groups 
simply for protection in gang-ridden areas; they are motivated 
not by frustration so much as by the “instinct of self-preserva- 
tion.” In a less hostile environment, they might simply have 
made a comer-boy adjustment in the first place. But for those 
who continue to exhibit high aspirations under conditions of 
double failure, retreatism is the expected result, 

SEQUENCES OF ADAPTATION 

Access to success-goals by illegitimate means diminishes 
as the lower-class adolescent approaches adulthood. Illegitimate 
avenues to higher status that were available during early 
adolescence become more restricted in later adolescence. These 
new limitations intensify fmstration and so create pressures 
toward withdrawal or retreatist reactions. 

With regard to criminal means, late adolescence is a 
cmcial turning point, for it is during this period that the selec- 
tion of candidates for stable adult criminal roles takes place. 
It is probably tme that more youngsters are exposed to criminal 
learning environments during adolescence than can possibly be 
absorbed by the adult criminal stmcture. Because of variations 
in personality characteristics, criminal proficiency, and capacity 
to make “the right connections,” or simply because of luck, 
some persons will find this avenue to higher status open and 
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some wiU find it closed off. In effect, the latter face a dead end. 
Some delinquents, therefore, must cope with abrupt discon- 
tinuity in role-preparation and role-performance which may 
lead to retreatist responses. 

In the case of conflict patterns, a similar process takes 
place. As adolescents near adulthood, excellence in the manip- 
ulation of violence no longer brings high status. Quite the con- 
trary, it generally evokes extreme negative sanctions. What was 
defined as permissible or tolerable behavior during adolescence 
tends to be sharply proscribed in adulthood. New expectations 
are imposed, expectations of “growing up,” of taking on adult 
responsibilities in the economic, familial, and community 
spheres. The effectiveness with which these definitions are im- 
posed is attested by the tendency among fighting gangs to 
decide that conflict is, in the final analysis, simply “kid stuff” ; 
“As the group grows older, two things happen. Sports, hell 
raising, and gang fights become ‘kid stuff’ and are given up. In 
the normal course of events, the youthful preoccupations are 
replaced with the more individual concerns about work, future, 
a ‘steady’ girl, and the like.”^^ In other words, powerful com- 
munity expectations emerge which have the consequence of 
closing off access to previously useful means of overcoming 
status deprivations. Strains are experienced, and retreatist be- 
havior may result. 

As we have noted, adolescents who experience pressures 
leading to retreatist reactions are often restrained by their peers. 
Adolescent gangs usually devalue drug use (except on an ex- 
perimental basis or for the sake of novelty) and impose nega- 
tive sanctions upon those who become “hooked.” The very 
existence of the gang discourages the potential user: 

The activities of the gang offer a measure of shared status, a meas- 
ure of security and a sense of belonging. The boys do not have to 
face life alone — the group protects them. Escape into drugs is not 
necessary as yet.^^ 

In the post-adolescent period, however, the cohesiveness 

22. Wilmer et al, op. cit., p. 409. 

23. Ibid. 
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of the peer group usually weakens. Those who have the requi- 
site skills and opportunities begin to make the transition to 
adulthood, assuming conventional occupational and kinship 
roles. As the solidarity of the group declines, it can no longer 
satisfy the needs or control the behavior of those who continue 
to rely upon it. These members may try to reverse the trend 
toward disintegration and, failing this, turn to drugs; 

This group organized five years ago for self-protection against 
other fighting groups in the area. Recently, as the majority grew 
cool to bopping, a group of three boys broke off in open conflict 
with the president; soon after, these three started using heroin and 
acting “down with the cats.” They continue making efforts to get 
the gang back to fights. . . . The three users are still out and it 
is unlikely that they will be readmitted.^-* 

For some adolescents, the peer group is the primary avenue 
to status as well as the primary source of constraints on be- 
havior. For these youngsters, the post-adolescent period, during 
which the group may disintegrate or shift its orientation, is one 
in which social controls are weakened precisely when tensions 
are heightened. 

Whether the sequence of adaptations is from criminal to 
retreatist or from conflict to retreatist, we suggest that limita- 
tions on legitimate and illegitimate opportunity combine to 
produce intense pressures toward retreatist behavior. When 
both systems of means are simultaneously restricted, it is not 
strange that some persons become detached from the social 
structure, abandoning cultural goals and efforts to achieve them 
by any means. 


24. Ibid., p. 405. Emphasis added. 
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Persistence and Change in 
Delinquent Subcultures 


UUe COME ElOW to a discussion o£ per- 
sistence and change in delinquent subcultures, the final class 
of questions delineated in Chapter 2. For analytical purposes, 
such questions must be distinguished from questions of how 
subcultures arise. Forces that bring about the emergence of a 
subculture may continue to operate, thus contributing to the 
persistence of the subculture. However, new forces may also 
intervene, exerting pressure for either persistence or change. 

This chapter is divided rou^y into two parts. In the first 
part, we take up several problems pertaining to stability or 
persistence in delinquent subcultures; in the second, we attempt 
to analyze various historical aspects of change in delinquent 
subcultures. The range of problems that might be considered 
in either of these sections is, of course, very wide. Therefore, 
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we have made no effort to be comprehensive but have focused 
on problems that seem to us of special importance and that 
illustrate the viability of the system of ideas developed in earlier 
chapters. 


Patterns of Persistence 
in Delinquent Subcultures 

Among the factors determining the relative stability of a de- 
linquent subculture is the extent to which it can attract new re- 
cruits and the extent to which it can become integrated with 
other groups in its immediate social environment. This section 
focuses upon these two aspects of the problem of persistence. 


RECRUITMENT OF NEW MEMBERS 

Once a delinquent subculture has been formed, its con- 
tinuance depends upon the recruitment of new members; 
Throughout this book we have argued that the principal func- 
tion of a delinquent subculture is to provide alternative chan- 
nels of opportunity. Its “core” members are persons who 
experience a marked discrepancy between socially induced 
aspirations and the possibilities of achievement. But once a 
subculture has come into being, it then exists as a force in the 
neighborhood and may attract persons for whom it promises 
to serve a wide range of needs and motives. Except for the 
existence of the subculture, these persons might never have 
adopted a delinquent style of life at all. For some, the subcul- 
ture may offer the possibility of rewarding peer relationships, 
of participation in what appear to be exciting activities, or of 
“protection”: 

A boy moves into a gang or club gradually through his years of 
association with others in the neighborhood. He early learns that 
his movements in the neighborhood, his recreation, and his play 
with other children are restricted by the fact that play groups are 
organized and one must be a member to join in the fun. Further- 
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more, he learns that he has to rely on his associates for his personal 
defense. Life in Eastville is said to be “tough, and boys and girls 
who belong to some kind of group find that this assures them of 
protection from the aggression of others.^ 


As the recruit’s links to the group solidify, however, he 
may become fully caught up in the life of the subculture, con- 
forming to its norms and internalizing its central beliefs and 
values. On this point, we are much in accord with Cohen: 


A subculture owes its existence to the fact that it provides a solu- 
tion to certain problems of adjustment shared among a commu- 
nity of individuals. However, it does not follow that for every in- 
dividual who participates these problems provide the sole or suffi- 
cient source of motivation. Indeed, there may be some participants 
to whose motivation these problems contribute very little. Consider 
first that membership, as such, in a social group may yield all sorts 
of benefits and satisfactions sufficient to motivate people to want to 
belong. The distinctive creed of such a group may be a matter of 
indifference to a particular individual; it is not the creed but the 
other benefits of membership which attract him to the group. . . . 
In such a case, the motivation for his participation in the subcul- 
ture may throw little light on the reasons for its distinctive content. 
Conversely, the needs and problems which make intelligible this 
distinctive content may have little to do with why this particular 
individual has taken it over,^ 


Whatever the forces motivating diverse persons to join 
an ongoing delinquent subculture, their affiliation as such con- 
tributes to its stability. Although these recruits may have had 
nothing to do with the formation of the subculture, they exert 
a pressure for its persistence simply because it is capable of 
satisfying their needs as well as the needs of the “core” 
members. 


differential integration 

In previous chapters, we stated that different forms of 
neighborho od integration result in different types of delinquent 

1. Elena Padilla, Up irom Puerto Rico (New York; Columbia 
University Press, 1958), p. 229. 

rz-i Boys: The Culture of the Gang 

(Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1955), pp. 148-49. 
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subculture. Systems of integration also affect the relative stabil- 
ity of subcultures. In this section, we shall discuss integration 
between age-levels of offender and between subcultures. 

Integration of Different Age-Levels — ^Delinquent subcul- 
tures vary considerably in the range of age-levels that come to 
be integrated with one another. Integration of a wide range of 
age-groups contributes to the stability of the subculture; limited 
integration results in instability. 

Delinquents in criminal subcultures, as we have noted, 
tend to be highly integrated with older offenders, including 
adults. In fact, these connections between age-levels are the 
most distinctive structural feature of the criminal subculture. 
Such integration gives unity and coherence to the subculture, 
facilitates illegitimate learning, provides illegitimate opportu- 
nity, and is a source of social control. The integration of age- 
levels, as we have noted, is a function of integration between 
adult carriers of criminal and conventional values. This inte- 
gration between the criminal and conventional worlds lends 
great stability to criminal groups. Many conventional groups 
have an interest in seeing to it that criminal activities are main- 
tained; thus integration encourages the persistence of criminal 
subcultures. The “take” from racketeering operations often 
finds its way into political campaign chests; police often 
find that cooperating with racketeers is a much more effective 
way of preserving order than attempting to suppress crime; and 
for such men as the fence and the bail bondsman, the criminal 
activity of others is a necessary source of income. 

Evidence on retreatist subcultures, limited though it is, 
also reveals that a wide range of age-levels is typically inte- 
grated. Because access to drugs is limited, the addict must 
establish connections with suppliers. This, in turn, requires him 
to affiliate with other addicts, from whom he learns the lore of 
drug use, the skills to make appropriate connections, and the 
norms that govern the purchase of drugs. Because the addict 
must undergo these learning processes in order to obtain access 
to supplies of drugs, a continuous pressure for the integration of 
age-levels is exerted. 
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Pressure for integration also arises from the fact that many 
users become peddlers in order to support their habits. Success- 
ful sellers must constantly find new customers. Younger persons 
who are ready to experiment or who already are occasional users 
represent a readily exploitable market; hence mature users tend 
to become linked to these younger persons. The older user 
provides access both to learning and to drugs; the younger 
provides a ready market for drug sales. Because of these re- 
ciprocal functions, some integration of different age-levels takes 
place. 

The narrowest range of ages are integrated in the conflict 
subculture. Adults generally have no interest in the mainte- 
nance of conflict groups. Consequently, powerful pressures are 
exerted upon the participant to relinquish this mode of ad- 
justment as he approaches adulthood. The conflict role is 
abruptly discontinuous and hence unstable. 

Integration Between Subcultures — ^There is considerable 
variation in the degree to which the various types of delinquent 
subculture and their adult counterparts, if any, are linked to 
one another. Generally speaking, such integration produces 
stability. The isolated subculture tends to be unstable and 
vulnerable to change. 

In criminal groups, as we have noted, considerable con- 
trol is exercised over the behavior of members to discourage 
irrational, undisciplined acts. Street fighting and other forms of 
violent, expressive behavior are at least nonfunctional if not 
dysfunctional for this subculture. Hence there is little basis for 
integration between the criminal and conflict subcultures. This 
is not to say that youngsters who participate in criminal groups 
do not occasionally engage in violence, or that members of con- 
flict cultures never steal or engage in other illegitimate income- 
producing activities. However, there are strong pressures work- 
ing to disassociate these types of group from each other. 

The conflict culture also tends to be disassociated from the 
retreatist culture. As we have pointed out, gang norms do not 
generally support addiction. The use of drugs is not fully pro- 
hibited; they may be consumed for experimental or social rea- 



sons. However, a member of a conflict group is not supposed to 
become “hooked.” If he does become addicted, he is usually 
relegated to a peripheral position in the group if not expelled 
from it. 

The retreatist subculture and some criminal subcultures 
tend to become partially merged. Addicts frequently turn to 
illegal activity in order to support their habits, “pushing,” 
robbery, burglary, and prostitution being the most common 
forms. Through these activities, they come into contact with 
various members of the criminal world. They are also in con- 
tact with organized criminal subcultures, at least with the 
lower echelons, through peddlers, runners, and others in the 
employ of drug rings. The two cultures stand in relation to each 
other as consumer and distributor, even during late adolescence. 
Furthermore, the criminal, as distributor, often attempts to 
expand his market by fostering drug addiction among potential 
users. He seeks to maintain and expand the drug culture by 
such means as providing free drugs to potential users for ex- 
perimentation and organizing “shooting parties” at which they 
are introduced to drugs on a “social basis.” Since they are 
dependent upon each other, the two cultures partially merge, 
and, through their integration, each adds to the stability of 
the other. 

Our analysis leads us to conclude that the criminal sub- 
culture typically exhibits the greatest resistance to change, since 
it is integrated with one other delinquent subculture and is 
characterized internally by considerable integration of different 
age-levels of participant. The retreatist subculture is moder- 
ately resistant to change, for it is somewhat integrated internally 
and with the criminal subculture. The conflict subculture ap- 
pears to be integrated in neither of these respects and therefore 
is the most susceptible to outside influences for change. This 
analysis may account for the success of many attempts to bring 
about a reduction in violence among conflict groups and for 
the frequent failure of attempts to modify retreatist and crimi- 
nal adaptations. 
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Patterns of Change 
in Delinquent Subcultures 


In this section, we shall examine, first, the sequence of delin- 
quent adaptations that generally accompanies various stages of 
assimilation among immigrant groups. We shall then consider 
the apparent trend toward increasingly violent modes of delin- 
quent behavior during the past decade. These two problems 
by no means exhaust the change phenomena that might be dis- 
cussed. They are, however, significant, and they show how our 
general theory can be employed to account for patterns of 
change in delinquent subcultures. 

In Chapters 6 and 7, we suggested that the content of a 
delinquent subculture is influenced in crucial ways by the social 
characteristics of the neighborhood in which it emerges, par- 
ticularly the institutionalization of legitimate and illegitimate 
opportunity systems and the effectiveness of systems of social 
control. Criminal subcultures, we said, tend to arise in integrated 
slums, conflict subcultures in unintegrated environments. But 
just as delinquent adaptations vary from one neighborhood to 
another, so they vary from one time to another in a given 
neighborhood. We should expect, in terms of our theory, to 
find that such variations through time reflect changes in the 
social organization of the slum, especially changes in the rela- 
tive availability of legitimate and illegitimate opportunities and 
in the effectiveness with which social controls are exercised. 
In this section, we focus upon these historical changes in the 
structure of lower-class areas and the accompanying changes 
in delinquent subcultures. 

Our approach in this chapter entails one departure from 
the scheme of analysis set out in Chapters 6 and 7. In those 
chapters, we took differences among neighborhood social sys- 
tems as given; we did not ask, for example, how integrated and 
unintegrated systems came into being. We siniply asked how, 
once formed, they impinged upon developing delinquent sub- 



cultures and shaped their content. No\<^, however, we are 
interested in accounting for changing patterns of subcultural 
behavior; to the extent that these changes reflect changes in 
neighborhood social organization, we are obliged to take the 
milieu as problematical rather than given. In the concluding 
pages of this book, tlierefore, we shall direct our attention to 
forces that bring about important modifications of slum or- 
ganization, and we shall suggest some implications of these 
changes for delinquency. 

THE IMMIGRANT, THE MIGRANT, AND THE SLUM 

The immigrant has been the principal constituent of the 
American slum. Successive waves of ethnic and nationality 
groups have come to our shores, settled in the slums of large 
cities, and eventually become assimilated in the middle classes. 
There are, we think, three more or less distinct stages in this 
assimilation process, characterized by differences in access to 
legitimate and illegitimate opportunity systems and therefore 
by different forms of delinquent adaptations. 

Stages in Assimilation — On their arrival in the United 
States, most immigrant groups have faced formidable bar- 
riers to legitimate systems of opportunity. They have been 
relegated to the slums and to the lower reaches of the occupa- 
tional structure. Often for several generations, descendants of 
the immigrants struggled to make some adjustment to the host 
culture. During this period, marked by acute personal and 
social disorganization, the young were subjected to acute frus- 
trations stemming from limitations upon legitimate opportunity 
while they were relatively unrestrained by community controls. 
They found few paths to status except through violence. This 
was generally a period of intense rivalry between gangs of the 
same or different ethnic and nationality backgrounds, each 
seeking — principally by force — to establish dominance over a 
particular neighborhood. Asbury has described some of the 
great gang battles among the Irish of the pre-Civil War period: 

For many years the Bowery Boys and the Dead Rabbits [both 
Irish gangs] waged a bitter feud, and a week seldom passed in 
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which they did not come to blows either along the Bowery, in the 
Five Points section, or in the ancient battleground of Bunker Hill, 
north of Grand Street. The greatest gang conflicts of the early nine- 
teenth century were fought by these groups. . . . Sometimes the 
battles raged for two or three days without cessation, while the 
streets of the gang area were barricaded with carts and paving 
stones, and the gangsters blazed away at each other with musket 
and pistol, or engaged in close work with knives, brickbats, 
bludgeons, teeth, and fists.® 

Delinquency in this era closely paralled the behavior of the 
adult gangs; 

... in 1850 ... all of the great brawling, thieving gangs . . . had 
their sycophantic gangs of youngsters. There were the Forty Little 
Thieves, the Little Dead Rabbits, and the Little Plug Uglies, the 
members of which emulated their elders in speech and deed, and 
as far as possible in appearance. And in the Fourth Ward, along 
the waterfront, were the Little Daybreak Boys, composed of lads 
from eight to twelve years of age who were almost as ferocious as 
the older gangsters whose name they adopted and whose crimes they 
strove mightily to imitate.^ 

Coincident with patterns of violence was a great deal of 
petty theft, robbery, burglary, and the like. But crime in this 
stage was unorganized and relatively unprotected. As succeed- 
ing waves of newcomers swelled the ranks of immigrant gangs, 
however, they were increasingly able to establish dominance 
over their neighborhood. At this juncture, they began to de- 
velop alliances with political elements. Integration between 
marauding gangs and political groups generally marked the 
beginning of a second stage in assimilation; one characterized 
by the growth of organized crime and political power. Refer- 
ring again to the era before the Civil War, Asbury remarks on 
the coalition that developed between Irish gangs and Irish 
elements in Tammany Hall; 

The political geniuses of Tammany Hall were quick to see the prac- 
tical value of the gangsters, and to realize the advisability of pro- 
viding them with meeting and hiding places, that their favor might 

Herbert Asbury, The Gangs of New York: An Informal His- 
tory of the Underworld (New York; Alfred A. Knopf, 1927-28), p. 29. 

4. Ibid., p. 239. 
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be curried and their peculiar talents employed on election day to 
assure government of, by, and for Tammany. . . . The underworld 
thus became an important factor in politics. . . .c 

One of the principal means of bringing these criminal and 
political elements together was the social and athletic club: 

These organiaztions were patterned after, and in many instances 
controlled and supported by, the political associations which had 
been formed in large numbers by the Tammany district leaders, 
who thereby strengthened their hold upon the voting masses. Siich 
societies had been an important source of Tammany’s power since 
the early days of New York politics, but it was not until the 
nineties that they approached the full flower of perfection. . . .It 
was usually through these organizations . . . that arrangements were 
made with the gang leaders for thugs to blackjack voters at the 
polls, act as repeaters and, on occasion, remove opponents who 
had made themselves obnoxious and dangerous.® 

The gangsters and racketeers contributed greatly to ^e 
coffers of political parties and were rewarded with immunity 
from prosecution for their various illegal activities. As the 
political power of the ethnic or nationality group increased, 
access to legitimate opportunities became enlarged and assimil- 
ation facilitated. Indeed, as Bell observes, the coalition of crime 
and politics has been a crucial factor in the assimilation of 
many immigrant groups during the past century. Blocked from 
legitimate access to wealth, the immigrant feels mounting pres- 
sures for the use of illegal alternatives. This has resulted in the 
progressive encroachment by the descendants of each new 
immigrant group upon the rackets structures established by 
preceding ethnic or nationality groups. 

Excluded from the political ladder — in the early 30’s there were 
almost no Italians on the city payroll in top jobs, nor in the books 
of the period can one find discussion of Italian political leaders — • 
[and] finding few open routes to wealth, some turned to illicit 
ways. In the children’s court statistics of the 1930’s, the largest 
group of delinquents was the Italian. . . . [In time, however] men 
of Italian origin [have come to occupy] most of the leading roles 
in the high drama of gambling and mobs, just as twenty years ago 

5. Ibid., p. 37. 

6. Ibid., pp. 268-69. 
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the children of East European Jews were the most prominent 
figures in organized crime, and before that individuals of Irish 
descent were similarly prominent J 

During this stage the integrated slum organization comes 
into being. Alliances develop between racketeers and police, 
politicians, and other legitimate elements of the community. 
The power of the politician grows, partly financed by the newly 
won and enlarging wealth of the racketeer. Increased political 
power makes it possible for the racketeer not only to gain entry 
to “respectable” ruling groups within the larger urban struc- 
ture but also to open channels of legitimate ascent for others. 
Thus illegal activity contributes to social mobility by legitimate 
as well as illegitimate channels. 

In all their activities, legal or illegal, the racketeers perform the 
important function of providing employment for a large number 
of men. Most of the employees have no background of experience 
and skill to prepare them for jobs in private industry. Furthermore, 
it is widely believed in Cornerville, and not without considerable 
evidence, that a Cornerville Italian is discriminated against when 
he applies for a job. The corner boys do not fit into the socially 
approved economic organization, and in the depression the rackets 
provided them with jobs which were difficult to find by other 
means. . . , 

The racketeers also provide investment capital for new enterprises. 
One story will serve as an example. Tom Leonardi was a young 
Cornerville man who worked for a large corporation. Tom learned 
the business well and saw opportunities for profits if he started 
out for himself. . . . City investment bankers would hardly be 
interested in backing an unknown young Italian who was entering 
the competition with firmly entrenched corporations. Tom ap- 
proached several Italian racketeers, and they agreed to invest. With 
their capital, he was able to buy the plant and equipment necessary 
for the expansion of his business. . . This is not an isolated ex- 

ample. The support of racket capital has helped a number of able 
men to rise to positions othenvise unattainable.® 

During this stage, we should expect delinquent subcul- 

7. Daniel Bell, “Crime as an American Way of Life,” Antioch 
Review, Vo! 13 (Summer 1953), pp. 146-51, 

8. W F. Whyte, Street Corner Society. The Social Structure of 
an Italian Slum, Enl. Ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 
1955), p. 145, 
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tures to take the form of apprenticeship to organized crime. 
Unnecessary violence and wanton destruction would be re- 
pressed, by the illegitimate elements as well as by the conven- 
tional elements of the community. Whyte’s description of an 
Italian community in Boston during the late 1930’s contains 
only one reference to gang fighting, and even here the emphasis 
on physical injury and lethal weapons is clearly minimized, as 
“Doc” (one of Whyte’s principal informants) takes pains to 
note: 

“We didn’t have many rallies [fights] between gangs. There was a 
lot of mutual respect. . . . We didn’t go out to kill them. We didn’t 
want to hurt anybody. It was just fun. ... I don’t remember that 
anybody ever got hit on the head with a bottle. Maybe on the leg 
or in the back, but not on the head. The only time anybody ever 
got hurt was when Charlie got that tin can in his eye. We were 
rallying the King Streets on the playground. We charged and 
Charlie got ahead of us. When he got into King Street, somebody 
threw this can, and the open end caught him right in the eye. . . . 
We took Charlie home. I remember his screaming while the doctor 
worked on his eye. That made an impression on us. It never oc- 
curred to us before that somebody might get permanently injured 
in a rally. . . . After that, there weren’t any more rallies.”® 

Most of those who negotiate passage to a higher socio- 
economic position by either legitimate or illegitimate routes 
eventually move away from the neighborhood of their origin. 
The successful racketeer or businessman generally takes up 
residence in the suburbs rather than continue to live in the slum 
of his youth: 

The early Italian gangsters were hoodlums — rough, unlettered, and 
young. (A1 Capone was only twenty-nine at the height of his 
power.) Those who survived learned to adapt. By now they are 
men of middle age or older. They learned to dress conservatively. 
Their homes are in respectable suburbs. They sent their children 
to good schools and had sought to avoid publicity.^® 

9. Ibid., p. 6. 

to. Bell, op. cit., p. 151. The emphasis among successful rac- 
keteers upon becoming “respectable” is sometimes taken as evidence 
that delinquency and crime are a response to prestige deprivations. 
This position supports the hypothesis that lower-class delinquency is 
a result of limited access to middle-class status. We have suggested, 
however, that most lower-class youngsters who become delinquents 
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As this process of out-migration goes forward, the slum com- 
munity enters upon a third stage — one of progressive deteriora- 
tion and disorganization. What remains in the community is a 
residual of “failures” — persons who have not succeeded in the 
search for higher socioeconomic status. The old forms of social 
organization begin to break down, and with them opportunities 
for upward mobility diminish. Indeed, a new ethnic or nation- 
ality group may be invading the community, encroaching upon 
the old structures, and establishing a claim to dominance of 
the principal avenues of mobility, both legitimate and illegiti- 
mate. Thus a new cycle of community integration and deteriora- 
tion is initiated. Once again the young find themselves both 
cut off from avenues to higher status and free from external 
restraint. This is a period, then, in which we should expect a 
resurgence of violent modes of delinquent adaptation. In the 
last stage of assimilation, the conflict adaptation may once 
again become the principal form of delinquency. 

Ethnic and Nationality Sequences — If these notions have 
any merit, they should enable us to predict changes in delin- 
quent adaptations from one time period to another. The case 
of Negroes who have migrated from a Southern rural area to 
such Northern cities as New York provides an illustration. 
Delinquency among urban Negroes has been largely conflict- 
oriented, but there is reason to think that this may change in 
the next decade or two. Apparently the political and rackets 
structures in the Negro communities of New York City are now 

are drawn from groups which stress economic achievement rather than 
movement into the middle class as such (see Chap. 4). How, then, 
can we account for the pressure toward “resp’ectability” which many 
criminals exhibit? Our hypothesis is that persons moving upward in 
the criminal opportunity structure exhibit a sequence of aspirations. 
In the lower echelons of organized crime, success is defined principally 
in economic terms. With upward movement, the criminal’s contacts 
wife respected members of the middle-class world — lawyers, poli- 
ticians, industrialists, etc — become wider and more frequent. Through 
“differential association’’ with persons who follow a middle-class 
style _ of life, fee criminal may take over middle-class criteria for 
defining success. His attempts to achieve respectability may thus repre- 
sent a response to his changing position in the social structure. We 
hypothesize, in short, that changes in social position will be accom- 
panied by changes in success-goals. 
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dominated principally by Italians and Jews; most Negroes have 
been relegated to minor roles in these structures although they 
aspire to rise. There is evidence, however, that the Negro has 
been making a concerted bid for power. Recently, for example, 
Negroes have charged that the police are systematically discrim- 
inating against them in raiding Harlem policy operations by ar- 
resting a greater proportion of independent Negro “bankers” 
than of Italian and Jewish syndicate “bankers” and by haras- 
sing the lower-echelon Negro functionaires in syndicated opera- 
tions dominated by Italians and Jews. The clear implication is 
that the police are acting in behalf of the Italian and Jewish 
syndicate. If these charges are true, one of the effects of such 
arrests would be to forestall attempts by Negroes to win greater 
control of the policy racket in Harlem. Indeed, this is implied 
in the recent remarks of Adam Clayton Powell, a Negro Con- 
gressman from Harlem, in coimection with the arrests: 

“I am against numbers in any form. But until the day when num- 
bers is wiped out in Harlem — I hate to say this from the pulpit — 
I am going to fight for the Negro having the same chance as an 
Italian.”!! 

Powell charged that these arrests were an attempt to stop 
Negroes who were trying to set up operations independent of 
the Italian and Jewish syndicate or who were struggling for 
power within the syndicate. He declared that “every Negro 
numbers banker had been ‘put out of business’ ”!^ but that 

“At this time, no arrests have been made in East Harlem, the cen- 
ter of Italian and syndicate activity. Until action begins in that 
area and higher up, it is apparent that . . . arrests are an attempt to 
embarrass the Negro community while continuing the policy of 
allowing the higher-ups to go scot-free.”!^ 

The police would not disclose figures on the relative pro- 
portions of Negroes, Italians, and Jews who had been arrested, 
claiming that to “issue crime statistics by race or creed” was 
contrary to departmental policy: “We are not interested in a 

11. New York Times, Jan. 4, 1960. 

12. Ibid., Jan. 10, 1960. 

13. Ibid., Jan. 7, 1960. 
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criminal’s color, only his, , crime.’’^* The New . York T/wej; 
however, estimated that “more than 90 per cent of the several 
hundred persons who were arrested were Negro, all of them 
“suspected '.runners and players.”^® No reports have been is- 
sued by the police department indicating that any top figure 

in the policy racket has been apprehended, 

, . In connection with this controversy, it should be noted 
that the game is being played for big stakes. Policy is said, to 
be one of Harlem’s major industries, and control of its pro- 
ceeds would greatly enhance the political position of the Negro. 

Harlem experts estimate that more than 100,000 players dreaming 
of a big hit — 600 to 1 if they get three numbers right in a row, or 
8 to 1 on a single-number play — ^put down $2,000,000 to $4,000,- 
000 a month in Harlem and the Bedford-Stuyvesant section of 
Brooklyn, , More than 10,000 persons reportedly make a living 
from the game.^® 

From the gross play, a banker, nowadays generally ari outsider 
[i.e., a white rather than a Negro], takes perhaps 65 per cent, 
out of which he pays the wins — ^perhaps 20 to 25 per cent of the 
play, A controller, in the middle, takes 35 per cent. From this he 
pays runners, lawyers, bondsmen — and also, rumors say, the police 
for as much as 15 per cent at low echelons of the department. 
Thus [the] argument is that 50 per cent of the play — derived from 
wages, pensions, relief checks — ^flows out of the [Negro] commu- 
nity in a monthly total of at least $1,000,000,1'^ 

Yet, Congressman Powell claimed: 

‘There is not operating in Harlem, a single Negro banker. . . . The 
entire operation is totally in the hands of people who do not reside 
nor are connected with this community. Here we find a community 
lower in income than any^ other in the city. And , yet we spend 
$50,000,000 a year to support Italian and Jewish policy bankers.”!® 

The likelihood is great that the Negro will eventually win 
his struggle for control of the rackets and for a greater voice 

j 14., Ibid., Jan. 4, 1960. 

15. Ibid., Jan. 6, 1960. 

16. Ibid., Jan, 11, 1960. , - 

17. Ibid., Jan. 6, 1960. 

18. Ibid., Jan, 10, 1960. 
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in urban politics. If our analysis is correct, drastic changes 
may be imminent in the character of Negro delinquency, not 
only in Harlem but also in many other urban centers where 
tlie Negro’s power is beginning to be felt. The growth of il- 
legal weal til and political power will probably lead to the types 
of neighborhood integration that provide opportunities for 
legitimate as well as illegitimate social ascent. We may expect, 
therefore, that violence will diminish in Negro neighborhoods 
and that criminal modes of delinquency will increase. In addi- 
tion, such defeatist adaptations as widespread drug use may 
be on the wane. However, our analysis suggests that delin- 
quency in residual neighborhoods, such as Italian East Harlem 
in New York City, will increasingly take the forms of conflict 
and retreatism as criminal opportunities lessen. 

We must note, however, that important structural changes 
are taking place in some large urban areas. As a result, the 
experience of the Negroes may not directly parallel that of 
other groups before them. Present conditions of urban life are 
different in certain significant respects from those of an earlier 
time, when the Italian immigrant occupied a status similar to 
that of the Negro today. Vast changes have taken place in ur- 
ban politics, organized crime, and the general character of 
lower-class life. For the most part, these changes have resulted 
in the disorganization of slums, restricted opportunity, and 
lessened social control. Thus the pattern of ascent to illegal 
wealth and political power by Negroes may be somewhat 
different from the pattern that was followed by Italian and 
other groups. The next sections discuss the current and antici- 
pated effects of these changes. 

FUTURE TRENDS IN DELINQUENT ADAPTATIONS 

Basic changes are taking place in lower-class social struc- 
ture. In combination, these changes are resulting in greater 
restrictions upon legitimate and illegitimate opportunities and 
greatly reduced systems of social control. The imminent de- 
cline that we have predicted for Italian slum communities has 
probably occurred already in the older slum communities of the 
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Irish and the East European Jew. The Negro, a relative new- 
comer to urban life, is a deviant case, for he is winning in- 
creasing access to illegal wealth and political power at a time 
when most residual slum groups are diminishing in size, wealth, 
and power. With this major exception, the urban lower class 
is coming to be composed of a more or less permanent residual 
of the vast immigrations of earlier eras. Great proportions of 
those immigrant groups have been absorbed into the middle 
classes; what remains in the slum areas are those who have 
been unable to find a channel of social ascent. 

On the basis of the theory developed in this book, we 
predict that delinquency will become increasingly aggressive 
and ^ violent in the future as a result of the disintegration of slum 
organization. Indeed, there is some evidence that conflict be- 
havior is already beginning to increase, although, as we have 
mentioned, its prevalence is probably overestimated. Observers 
of the lower-class scene — settlement-house personnel, street- 
gang workers, police ofiicials, and others — ^generally agree that 
violence and aggression are on the upsurge among urban slum 
youth. In 1952, for example, the New York City Youth Board 
reported, 

During the past decade many teen-age groups in large urban areas, 
particularly New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Cleveland and De- 
troit, have developed ... an intense, hostile manner which has 
erupted into violent gang warfare involving the use of lethal 
weapons and resulting in serious injury and death to an appreciable 
number of teen-age boys.^® 

19. J. E. McCarthy and J. S. Barbara, “Redirecting Teen-age 
Gangs,” Reaching the Unrcached (New York City Youth Board, 
1952), p. 99. We do not say that violent forms of delinquency are 
necessarily more prevalent today than formerly. WJiat we are sug- 
gesting is that rates of participation in such modes of delinquent 
behavior have varied from one time to another depending on varia- 
tions in the basic features of urban neighborhood social structure. 
It is our view,^ for e.xample, that violence is probably a prevailing 
delinquent motif among most immigrant groups in both the early 
and the late stages of assimilation. Any comparison of contemporary 
and past forms of delinquency must therefore be couched in highly 
pecific terms: it must deal with particular groups at a particular 
location in the social structure at a particular stage of assimilation. 
Gross comparisons of the present and past obscure these distinctions 
and therefore are probably not very useful. 
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J3ut why arc urban slums becoming disorganized? There 
arc several reasons. Throughout this book, wc Jiave stressed 
the important social functions that crime performs directly for 
the integration of urban neighborhoods and indirectly for the 
patterning of delinquent subcultures. But crime is not a static, 
unchanging phenomenon. “As a society changes,” Bell has 
noted, “so docs, in lagging fashion, its type of crime.”-'* And 
as crime changes, wc might add, so docs its impact upon the 
patterning of delinquent adaptations. One of the principal 
changes in criminal activity during the past several decades 
lias been the emergence of syndicated gambling as the major 
source of illegal revenue. Previously crime was less well organ- 
ized, consisting principally of small groups of entrepreneurs, 
many of them marauding and predatory in character. Indeed, 
the decline of the industrial rackets in the 1930‘s and the end 
of Prohibition signalized the passing of the old-style “gangster” 
in American life. In his stead, a new figure emerged — the semi- 
respectable professional gambler — who differed greatly from 
his predecessor in crime. Although his origins may have been 
in the small, locally based predatory gang of a dying era, he 
had gained experience in large-scale organization during the 
days of Prohibition and had thus begun to take on the ways of 
the organization man. For gambling, as distinct from prostitu- 
tion, traffic in drugs and liquor, industrial rackets, protection 
rackets, and the like, exhibits a high degree of economic ra- 
tionalization and organization. 

As American society became more “organized,” as the American 
businessman became more “civilized” and less “buccaneering,” 
so did the American racketeer. And just as there were important 
changes in the structure of business enterprise, so the “institution- 
alized” criminal enterprise was transformed too. ... In the 
America of the last fifty years the main drift of society has been 
toward the rationalization of industry, the domestication of the 
crude self-made captain of industry into the respectable man of 
manners, and the emergence of a mass-consumption economy. The 
most significant transformation in the field of “institutionalized” 
crime was the increasing relative importance of gambling as against 
other kinds of illegal activity. And, as a raulti-billion-dollar busi- 


20. Bell, op. cit., p. 131. 
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ness, gambling underwent a transition parallel to the changes in 
American enterprise as a whole. This parallel was exemplified in 
many ways: in gambling’s industrial organization (e.g., the growth 
of complex technology such as the national racing wire ^^^^ice 
and the minimization of risks by such techniques as lay-off bet- 
ting). . . .21 

The passing of the gangster and the emergence of syndi- 
cated gambling have had great impact upon the social organiza- 
tion of the slum. This impact is symbolized in Whyte’s account 
of the conflict between Mario Serrechia, a notorious Comer- 
ville gangster, and T.S., an “outsider” who was taking over the 
rackets of Cornerville.22 

“Mario began his career as a holdup man” during the 
Prohibition era but shortly moved into bootlegging, small policy 
operations, and extortion from other racketeers. “He was the 
rugged individualist of the rackets. As long as he was alive, 
he was a threat to any comprehensive organization [of the 
rackets] that was attempted . . . [for his] undisciplined actions 
made him a menace to too many people,” He was subsequently 
shot to death, presumably by hired assassins. “He was,” Whyte 
observes, “the last of his kind in Comerville. A new era of 
racket organization came in with his death.” 

This new era of racket organization is symbolized in the 
career of a man known as “T.S.” Like Mario, T.S. began as 
a gangster, and his early activities in Comerville paralleled those 
of Mario. He first established himself as the dominant figure in 
a powerful local gang which controlled illegal traffic in liquor 
and other rackets. In the struggle for control, he “eliminated” 
a number of his competitors. However, T.S. differed from men 
like Mario in that “he displayed superior organizing ability and 
business sense.” Shortly ^ter taking over control of the liquor 
traffic, he moved in on the local gambling operations, which 
had previously been managed by local entrepreneurs on a 
small-business basis. He merged all the independent “policy 
banks” into one organization and subsequently “became one 

21. Ibid., pp. 133-34. 

113 15' quotations that follow are from Whyte, op. cit., pp. 
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of the members of the syndicate when it was formed to control 
the [policy] business throughout the city and in other towns 
and cities,” The formation of the syndicate, Whyte observes, 
“brought about a reign of peace and order in the Cornerville 
rackets, which has lasted to the present day [about 1940].” 

From the standpoint of our theory, one of the principal 
points to be made about the rationalization of criminal enter- 
prise is that it restricts traditional routes to stable criminal roles. 
In a fully bureaucratized operation, the local “numbers bank” 
or “race drop” is little more than a branch office of a far-flung 
organizational network. In many neighborhoods, the gambling 
business has become as distant and impersonal as the local 
store in a supermarket chain. The private entrepreneur has dis- 
appeared; local crime is managed by functionahes of a large, 
bureaucratically organized enterprise. The top figures are dis- 
tant, perhaps unknown to most people in the neighborhood. 
Illegitimate figures become no less obscure as role-models to 
lower-class youth than the role-models of the legitimate world 
of finance and corporate enterprise. Under such conditions, 
illegitimate learning is more difficult to acquire. 

The contrast between Mario Serrechia and T. S. illustrates the 
development of the rackets. Mario was a colorful and romantic 
figure; to Cornerville he was “the Great Gangster.” T. S. works 
quietly in the background so that few Cornerville people can pre- 
sent a very definite picture of his personality. Mario was power- 
fully built and, using fists or a gun, did his own fighting. T. S. 
fought when he had to, but he built up an organization which 
cut violence to a minimum. Mario was the pirate; T. S. is a busi- 

nessman.23 

The independent policy bankers whose operations T.S, ab- 
sorbed were important local figures, widely known throughout 
Cornerville society; T.S. was more remote. 

Restricted access to stable illegitimate roles also results 
from changes in the criteria of recruitment and selection that 
have accompanied the transition from small, private criminal 
enterprise to large corporate enterprise. When crime was on 
a local scale, delinquency was a way of acquiring the skills and 


23. Ibid., p. 115. Emphasis added. 
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attitudes needed for participation in the adult criminal struc- 
ture. Where it was linked through age-grading with adult crimi- 
nal occupations, the delinquent subculture was a first stage in 
access to systems of illegitimate opportunity. But there is con- 
siderable reason to doubt whether these same fvmctions are 
performed by the delinquent subculture in an era of syndi- 
cated crime. The illegal corporate enterprise, like its counter- 
part in the legitimate world, requires highly specialized skills 
in public relations, finance, business management, and law. The 
delinquent subculture can no longer perform the educational 
functions that once made it so vital a force in the continmty 
of criminal enterprises; it has become obsolete. Illegal chan- 
nels of social ascent are thus closed off, and pressures for con- 
flict forms of delinquency mount. 

Another factor that has contributed greatly to the dis- 
integration of lower-class neighborhoods is the decline of the 
urban political machine. As a result of the gradual absorption 
of the immigrant masses into the middle classes and of certain 
radical changes in the structure of the economy, the locus of 
political power has shifted from the local neighborhood to the 
state and national arenas. With the decline of the neighborhood- 
based political machine, the urban lower class has lost an im- 
portant integrating structure and a significant channel for so- 
cial ascent. 

It is paradoxical that the very success of the urban politi- 
cal machine in brin^g about certain social changes has con- 
tributed greatly to its demise. As we have noted, the political 
machine has helped to facilitate the assimilation of immigrant 
groups into the society at large. As more and more immigrants 
became asrimilated, their dependence upon the political ma- 
chine lessened. The political machine also played a strategic 
part in the process by which crime,- especially gambling, was 
made rational and bureaucratic. But with the progressive ra- 
tionalization of crime and the integration of its leaders with 
city, state, and national politicians, the dependence of syndicate, 
operators upon neighborhood political organizations has dimin- 
ished. Hence local political groups can no longer count upon 
the financial largesse of illegal enterprises as a stable source of 
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income. Perhaps the greatest paradox of all is the fact that 
the growth of the welfare state has undermined the importance 
of the urban political machine, for it was the power mobilized 
in the large urban machine that made the New Deal possible. 
“Ironically,” Merton observes, 

in view of the close connection of Roosevelt with the large urban 
political machines, it is a basic structural change in the form of 
providing services, through the rationalized procedures of what 
some call “the welfare state,” that largely spelled the decline of the 
political machine. It would be figuratively but essentially true to say 
that it was the system of “social security” and the growth of more 
or less bureaucratically administered scholarships which, more 
than direct assaults of reformers, have so greatly reduced the power 
of the political machine.^-t 

It is of course true that the “welfare state” — through its 
income-maintenance programs, such as home relief, aid to de- 
pendent children, and old-age security — ^has taken over a func- 
tion once performed much less adequately by the political 
machine. But to say that the structure of state welfare services 
effectively supplants the traditional political machine is to over- 
look many other functions that the machine performed for 
lower-class persons. In a comparison of the two structures, it 
is important to note, as Merton suggests, “not only that aid is 
provided but the manner in which it is provided”-. 

The machine welds its links with ordinary men and women by 
elaborate networks of personal relations. Politics is transformed into 
personal ties. ... In our prevailingly impersonal society, the ma- 
chine, through its local agents, fulfills the important social function 
of humanizing and personalizing all manner of assistance to those 
in need. . . . [Furthermore] it is clearly the machine politician who 
is better integrated with the groups which he serves than the im- 
personal, professionalized, socially distant and legally constrained 
welfare worker. And since the politician can at times influence Md 
manipulate the official organization for the dispensation of assist- 
ance, whereas the welfare worker has practically no influence on 
the political machine, this only adds to [the politician’s] greater 
effectiveness.25 

24. R. K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, Rev. and 
Enl. Ed. (Glencoe. 111.; Free Press, 1957), pp. 193-94. 

25. Ibid., pp. 74-75. 
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One of the principal differences between aid dispensed by 
welfare agencies and similar assistance given by political ma- 
chines is that the latter brings about neighborhood social inte- 
gration while the former does not. The recipient of public aid 
occupies the highly segmentalized role of “client.” Interaction 
between client and social-welfare personnel does nothing to 
enhance the client’s integration in the local community or 
otherwise to relate him to social structures that provide him 
with some semblance of control over his destiny. In effect, the 
client is treated as if detached from his milieu. To receive aid 
from the political machine, however, is to become related to a 
significant social, financial, and power structure. 

It is in this sense that the growth of bureaucratically ad- 
ministered welfare services and the decline of the urban politi- 
cal machine are resulting in the progressive breakdown in the 
cohesion of urban slums, with the possible exception of the 
Negro community. Income-maintenance programs have greatly 
improved the standard of living of depressed families, but this 
positive result has been accompanied by a breakdown in lower- 
class social organization. And, as we have noted, patterns of 
delinquent behavior are greatly influenced by the extent of 
community cohesion; typically, violence among adolescents 
comes to be widespread in the unintegrated community that 
lacks both structures of social control and channels of social 
ascent. 

We would be remiss if, in this brief account of the forces 
that are bringing about the disorganization of slums, we failed 
to mention the demoralizing effect of the massive slum-clearance 
programs which have recently been undertaken in many large 
urban areas. Most low-income housing programs destroy what- 
ever vestiges of social organization remain in the slum com- 
munity, in part because they fail to give priority in reoc- 
cupancy to site tenants. As a result, traditional residents are 
displaced and dispersed to other areas of the city, while per- 
sons who are strangers to one another are assembled in the 
housing project. Thus the residents of the housing project find 
thenaselves in a community that is not only new and alien but 
lacking in patterns of social organization to which they may 
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link themselves and through which they might develop a stake 
in community life. 

The divisive influence of public-housing programs is in- 
tensified by the attitudes of at least some project managers 
toward the efforts of tenants to develop social groups, A divided, 
unorganized body of tenants is more easily managed and less 
likely to exert pressures for change of one kind or another in 
housing practices. Thus Salisbuiy reports that housing managers 
sometimes actively discourage tenant organizations: 

[Housing] projects are political deserts. The precinct bosses have 
been wiped out with the slum. They do not seem to come back. 
No one cares whether the new residents vote or not. There is no 
basket at Thanksgiving. No boss to fix it up when Jerry gets in 
trouble with the police. The residents have no organization of their 
own and are discouraged from having any. “We don’t want none 
of them organizers in here!” one manager told me. “All they do 
is stir up trouble. Used to be some organizers around here. But 
we cleaned them out good. . . . Communists . . , that’s what they 
were.”2'! 

Whether or not this view is shared by most housing managers, 
the fact is that social organization is difficult to resurrect in 
communities where social institutions have been so completely 
demolished. 

These are the terms, then, in which we trace the decline 
of social organization in lower-class neighborhoods. Were Whyte 
to return today to the Comervilles of America, he would prob- 
ably find much less evidence of what he called “highly organ- 
ized and integrated” patterns of slum life. And these are the 
conditions — ^limited access to legitimate and illegitimate oppor- 
tunities and decreasing social control — that we believe are 
likely to produce more subculturally patterned violence and 
retreatism among slum youth. 

This account of the interrelationships between social struc- 
ture and delinquent subcultures should provide, if only im- 
plicitly, some guidelines to the control and prevention of de- 

26. H. E. Salisbury, The Shook-up Generation (New York: 
Harper & Bros., 1958), pp. 80-81. 
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linquency. We hope that we have at least made it clear that 
services extending to delinquent individuals or groups cannot 
prevent the rise of delinquency among others. For delinquency 
is not, in the final analysis, a property of individuals or even of 
subcultures; it is a property of the social systems in which these 
individuals and groups are enmeshed. The pressures that pro- 
duce delinquency originate in these structures, as do the forces 
that shape the content of specialized subcultural adaptations. 
The target for preventive action, then, should be defined, not 
as the individual or group that exhibits the delinquent pattern, 
but as the social setting that gives rise to delinquency. 

It is our view, in other words, that the major effort of 
those who wish to eliminate delinquency should be directed 
to the reorganization of slum communities. Slum neighbor- 
hoods appear to us to be undergoing progressive disintegration. 
The old structures, which provided social control and avenues 
of social ascent, are breaking down. Legitimate but functional 
substitutes for these traditional structures must be developed 
if we are to stem the trend toward violence and retreatism 
among adolescents in urban slums. 
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